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avoid perpetuating injustice and dispossessions against our land’s 



every chapter ('hypocrisy alert!’ and ‘pet hate alert ’ were among my 

a lot for one marriage to hold, but I think we managed brilliantly. I’m 
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Figure 4: Waterloo’s 30 — —

Figure 12: The three redevelopment ‘options’ presented by the NSW Government in 





The NSW Government’s urban development agency, 

Waterloo’s 11 public housing precincts, representing 



, have resulted in it becoming a ‘tenure of 
last resort’ in Australia, with estates often characterised by large 

governments have adopted the rhetoric of ‘social mix’ to rationalise 

developed ‘mixed 
community’. In response, many residents took steps to resist the 

use Foucault’s notion of ‘counter conduct’. Resistance has rarely 
—

—

Elaborating an ‘analytics of government’ and viewing government as 
— —

cy occurs. My use of Foucault’s 
notion of ‘counter conduct’ illuminates resistance as a practice that 

government that ‘conducts the conduct’ of subjects and that governs 
through their agency. Through viewing the NSW Government’s tenant 
engagement and capacity building program as a ‘technology of 
citizenship’, I bring to light how these are not neutral programs for 



it is not ‘useless to revolt’, for resistance opens opportunities for 



he announced …

– Poet’s name withheld.





 

housing estate received a letter that began with the phrase ‘I am 
excited’. The letter

The letter promised that the redevelopment would deliver a ‘dynamic 
ew community’ and ‘fantastic new rapid transport’. Two days later, 

the Minister held a barbecue. Staff from the NSW Government’s 

d balloons that read ‘I (heart) Waterloo’. At the barbecue, at which 

lived in Waterloo since the estate’s modernist towers were first opened 



known to Sydneysiders, over these years, by a dreadful moniker: ‘the 
suicide towers’. But hard

—
—

upend the stability and security that Waterloo’s residents enjoyed. 

— —

’

tenants’ rights to remain in their homes and in their neighbourhood. 



—

1.1 Neoliberal governmentality 

understanding of neoliberalism as ‘governmentality’ throughout this 
thesis. Foucault’s notion of ‘governmentality’ involves viewing 
(neo)liberalism as an ‘art of government’—

it ‘has attained the status of a buzzword’ 

—
—

Though earlier accounts associated neoliberalism with the ‘end of the 
nation state’, critical approaches have 

neoliberalism is also often afforded the status of a ‘force’, as though 

—a ‘coherent program of things to be 
done’ (Larner, 2000



—

‘ ’ 
—

—the ‘broad 
discourses of rule’ through which the practice of government is 

’
—

—

—



1.2 The evolution of this project

as I am concluding the ‘writing up’ phase of my PhD in early 2019. It 

enants’ 

important moment in Australia’s housing politics

resistance movement. ‘Why resist?’, I asked myself. It 

—
—

somewhat interchangeably. ‘Public’ housing is the term that has been used to 
describe Australia’s government

begun to use the term ‘social housing’. In general, Waterloo tena
themselves as ‘public housing’ tenants. However, policies and Government 
discourse now rely on the term ‘social housing’, as it captures the breadth of 

‘social’ or ‘community’ housing 



— —

— —

1.3 This research project 

—

governmentality framework. I draw in particular on Mitchell Dean’s 
‘analytics of government’ 

uilding on Death’s work around 
an ‘analytics of protest’ , I redirect Dean’s ‘analytics of 
government’ to become an ‘analytics of resistance’, using the same 



—

—

different angles. Firstly, I use Foucault’s notion of counter

— —

—
—



than ‘establishing rapport… mapping fields… keeping a diary and so 
on’ —I understand it to be ‘thick description’, a 

and the ‘data’ here understood as ‘[my] own construction of other 
people’s constructions of what they […] are up to’

‘collect’ the data but constructed it. 

he residents’ experiences. I captured my own feelings 

— —

burden on the residents’ time, adding further to the demands that the 

the action group were scarcely able to claim to ‘represent’ the tenants 
generalising about ‘tenants’ and their 

experiences, and where I do talk about ‘tenants’, I am in general 



—

1.4 Public housing redevelopment 

housing renewal with ‘vigour’ 

renewal and the creation of ‘mixed communities’. 

generally been justified through the use of ‘social mix’ programs, 

originate in the notion of ‘neighbourhood effects’, which 

 

The ‘neighbourhood effects’ thesis was first proposed by Julius 

Chicago’s public housing pr . Wilson’s idea was 
— —

disadvantaged communities compounds households’ experience of 



there. It posits that ‘a geographic propinquity of numbers of 
disadvantaged households’ translates into a ‘social or cultural 

disadvantage’ 

‘nightmarish, obsolete and best torn down’, the households who live 

ing that could be improved, most see themselves as ‘living 
problem communities’

‘common project of living’—a bond of ‘getting by’ that uni

crime neighbourhoods which stems directly from ‘long
social ties’ built through stable communities made possible by security 



—
—

to be considered ‘common sense’ in neoliberal housing policy and 

Wilson’s hypothesis for
elevated to the level of ‘truth’, used by states worldwide to 

 

idea of neighbourhood effects has given rise to the concept of ‘social 
mix’, a policy response that seeks to address such concentrations. 



households’ experience of disadvantage—

—

—
—



paper, ‘an extensive chain of contingent 

those ‘hardest to house’—

—

income residents’ practices being seen by middle class residents as 

—
improving one’s life chances. At worst, the effects of such policies hav



indeed have good reason to fear the ‘socially mixed’ redevelopment.

1.5 Understanding social mix 

a critical approach is not so much ‘do social 
mix renewals achieve their objectives?’, but rather, something more 

— —‘to what extent are these phenomena genuine 

liberal economic restructuring of urban society?’ 

 

on estate renewal have used Levitas’ work on 

of a ‘moral underclass’ for the persistence of social exclusion. Housing 



—

‘moral underclass discourse’ of social exclusion, he finds, is ‘deeply 
ded’ in the logic of social mix redevelopment programs 

moral underclass discourse (which blamed ‘cultures of poverty’ for 

public housing estate on Sydney’s fringe. This shift involved the NSW 
Government’s approach moving away from a focus on estate 

replacement with a ‘mixed’ community. The discurs

contradictions inherent in the notion of ‘social balance’ as a concept 

Goodchild and Cole’s

HOPE VI redevelopments in the US. He argues that a ‘discourse of 
disaster’ is used to establish both the policy ‘problem’ 



Chicago’s Cabrini Green public housing is ‘primarily’ achieved 
through ‘discourse manipulation’ 

 

Much of the literature on more ‘traditional’ or ‘first wave’ forms of 

—

neoliberalism and the notion of the ‘flawed consumer’, following 

tenants, who ‘fail’ to participate in the housing market, effectively give 

also adopt a ‘right to the city’ 



in addition to design decisions that restrict public tenants’ enjoyment 

use of ‘the right to the city’ allows some theorisation about

of the ‘right to the city’ has allowed scholars 
to look beyond questions of ‘balancing’ the spatial distribution of 

—

 

uses the notion of ‘accumulation by 
dispossession’ to describe the neoliberal orientation to urbanisation. 
‘Accumulation by dispossession’ feels apt for describing processes 

—

—
—as processes of ‘state led gentrification’, that 



‘Trojan horse’ for ushering in gentrification 

‘higher’ status 

‘state managed gentrification’ but is also a ‘multi pronged, racialised’ 

‘regulation of territorial relations’ and that moves to renew estates as 
‘socially mixed’ communities are a continuation of the trend to see 

—
—

projects are aimed at making neighbourhoods ‘safe for external 
investment and real estate development’ 

unleashes a process of ‘state led gentrification’ through ‘po
privatising and marketising pressures’ 

, Hodkinson uses the term ‘Trojan Horse’ to describe 



proponents’ to provide ‘decent homes’ for 

1.6 The Australian literature  

 

—
—

—



—

their enjoyment of any ‘right to the city’ 

 

of Australia’s cities—
kilometres from Sydney’s CBD

. The redevelopment of Minto, near Airds, in the city’s south

—

Sydney’s furthest south



were displaced from their publicly rented homes in Sydney’s south
west. Stubbs outlines that ‘a significant number of residents’ have 
experienced ‘grief, loss and distress’ due to the redevelopment project 

argues that the social and economic impacts upon tenants are ‘a 
serious cause for concern’, especially as relates to the loss of public 

—

—

status as ‘housos’ (a derogatory term in NSW referring to public 

— —

with views of Sydney’s 

s. The term ‘cruel’ abounds in tenants’ and 
others’ descriptions of the displacement of tenants 



land. However, rather than invoking the notion of ‘social mix’, the 

Government’s prevailing concern with social mix elsewhere, the effect 
redevelopment has been to ‘un mix’ the 

‘land values more closely reflect their socio ’

—
— The ‘ascendancy of an 

instrumental [neoliberal] rationality’, argues Morris, means that 

‘ever present possibility’ 

1.7 Resisting renewal 

— —

neoliberal rationalities, helping to ‘cultivate the conditions in which 
reliant, rational economic actors’ 

who are ‘unwilling to resist or contest the way things are’ 



than half of the UK’s social housing 

for residents’ votes. For 

importance of not speaking of ‘the tenants’ as though they are a unified 

Discursive strategies to ‘re claim’ spaces appear to be common in 

ow public housing tenants use a discourse centred on ‘home’—

—to refute the ‘discourse of disaster’ 



describes how the incumbent residents’ use of the name ‘Cabrini
Green’—

—
urhood’s stigmatised past 

’

hegemonic discourse of tenants as ‘ordinary 
people’, rather than as the ‘socially excluded underclass’ which they 

that, in contrast to the ‘mass of tenants’ who experienced ‘fear… 
resignation, fatalism and silence’ 

—

brought about through a ballot which allowed tenants to ‘choose’ 

—

August’s paper 

was the tenants’ desire for new housing, which they felt could only be 



whether their efforts should compete with ‘official’ bodies elected to 

: ‘Some wanted to fight on the grounds we had before, 
and others were saying that we need to recognise that it is a new day’ 

Mayor’s 

Howard describes the strategies of ‘affective activism’ deployed in San 

community, tenants were able to engage in ‘wide ranging activist 
practices’ that worked to improve their housing conditions 



1.8 The Australian experience: 
resisting redevelopment 

Unlike the UK, where a tenants’ movement has had a long and 
—

—
strong tenants’ mo

were perhaps Australia’s most significant urban 

of workers’ housing, as well as heritage and environme

. While an important aspect of Australia’s urban 
—

—rather than on tenants’ rights specifically (and, in 

workers’ housing). 

area’s iconic 

. The ‘local historical resonance’ of Millers Point served 



This support for the Millers Point tenants’ struggle stands in contrast 

into redevelopment planning processes. Residents’ ‘voice’ in these 

. They describe how ‘increasingly 

and stigmatisation of public tenants’ has seen ‘resistance by tenants 
ups, and the promotion of counter discourses … 

fragmented and localised’ 

In Millers Point, there ‘initially was a good deal of resistance’ and a 
‘strong feeling that the displacement was unjust and must be fought’ 

. However, Morris notes, once it ‘became evident 
that the Government was absolutely determined’ to move public 
tenants out of the neighbourhood, ‘resistance started to crumble’ 

‘fearful of what might happen if they refused to move’ 
—

t the government’s 



Point emphasised narratives of ‘communal experience and wider 
notions of fairness and rights’, countering the dominant government 

1.9 This thesis 

— —



Drawing on Dean’s ( ) analytics of government and Death’s 

Foucault’s notion 

‘capacity building and engagement’ as technologies of government, 
—

—

 



‘ ’



 



 



 

2.1 Governmentality

—a combination of ‘governing’ and 
‘mentality’—

refers to the liberal ‘art’ of governing or the ‘rationality’ of governing—

. A rationality of government means ‘a way 
of thinking about the nature of the practice of government’ that is 
‘capable of making that activity thinkable and practicable’ both to 

of rule. He argues that traditional political theory is ‘yet to cut off the 
king’s head’ 

interested in what governing looks like if we ‘suppose that 
universals do not exist’ 



madness in this way: ‘Let’s suppose tha

something that is supposed to be madness?’ 

—

‘government’ is not a universal, if we look at the state not as something 
that naturally exists but as something which is ‘brought into being’ 

—
—

governing must have as its objective the ‘bringing into being what the 
state should be’ . The ‘sense and object’ of 

xist ‘naturally’ but that are 

I use ‘governmentality’ throughout this thesis to refer both to a 

—

Before I move into further description, I’ll 
note on terminology: ‘governmentality studies’ is the 

I often also use the plural ‘governmentalities’ when referring to the 



2.2 Neoliberal governmentalities 

the ‘notion of 
ideology appears to me to be difficult to make use of’ 

‘ ’

Viewing neoliberalism as a policy package hints at it being a ‘coherent 
program of things to be done’ 

—liberalism is ‘quintessentially 
concerned with the art of governing’ 

— —

as one which involves a ‘quantitative increase of freedom’ compared 

by practices of government: a subject’s fre

exercise in the ‘management of freedom’ 



form of governing ‘no less dense, frequent, active and continuous’ 

subjects need to be ‘free’, creates a field of possibilities in which a ‘free 
subject’ can act, or, as Br
‘government or
make use of those freedoms’.

—

He argues that ‘the problem of neoliberalism is how the overall 

market economy’ 
‘freeing space’ for the market economy to operate, neoliberalism 

governmentality as ‘a qu
and cultural conduct’ that will enable an artificial, competitive and 

liberalism, which involved a ‘market supervised by the state’, 
olves ‘turning the formula around’ to allow ‘a state 

under the supervision of the market’ 

‘global redescription of the social as a form of the economic’, as 

—
—

involving the ‘roll back’ of the government, with market solutions 
replacing the government’s role in the social 

though there may appear to be ‘less government’ 



—
neoliberal rationality involves only ‘one true and fundament
policy: economic growth’ 

the ‘negative tax’ (that is, the payment of welfare 
benefits) should not be paid with any kind of ‘redistributive’ 

—

‘ ’

2.3 The governmental state

Foucault’s work undermine the notion of the state as the ‘origin, 
animator, beneficiary and terminal point’ of power 

about ‘the state’ or ‘the government’ as a ‘thing’—

—
is a universal or autonomous source of power: ‘the state 

has no heart, it has no interior’ 
with Foucault’s understanding of power, we can conceive of 



, ‘nothing else but the 
mobile effect of a regime of multiple governmentalities’ 

he notes elsewhere that the state is ‘not simply one of the 
forms of the exercise of power’ but has a privileged place as ‘all other 

er must refer to it’ 

because ‘power relations have come more and more under state 
control’ —

however, appears to be at odds with Foucault’s conceptualisation of 

subjects play in ‘fashion[ing] themselves’

—

—



2.4 Power and resistance 

Power, for Foucault, is everywhere. Power is ‘always already there’, 
and one can never be ‘outside’ power 
distributed through a ‘net like organisation’ and is the force behind 

— existing subjects that have ‘human 
natures’ nor natural states upon which power relations act; rather, 

 

should not be seen as a force that says ‘no’, but rather one which 

interest in power’s capacity to produce particular forms of 

governmentality as the ‘conduct of conduct’—

—
—

—

Power, for Foucault, is defined as actions on others’ actions, and in 
, rather than annuls, subjects’ capacity as 



ism of Foucault’s conception of power is that 

‘ ’

Working with Foucault’s conception of power as productive, we see 

‘Truth’ for Foucault refers not to a universal truth, but to the way that 
‘ ’

interested in ‘truth’ in terms of the content of statements, but rather 
as a question of ‘what governs statements’, the ways in which 

propositions that are acceptable as ‘true’ 
—

 

within Foucault’s analytics. 

‘most often’ exercised by those in subject positi



—

—

‘
’

. A subject’s position has 

egarding Foucault’s 
ideas on resistance relates to his conception of power as ‘everywhere’ 

. Scholars have seen Foucault’s formulation of power as 
—

he did not believe that power’s unavoidability 
meant that it was an ‘inescapable form of domination’ or an ‘absolute 
privilege’ on the side —

that power’s
subjects are trapped or ‘condemned to defeat’ 

—

including ‘free’ subjects. Heller reminds us that 

conception of power, we see that ‘power is everywhere’ does not mean 

Crucial to Foucault’s work is the notion that 



A final aspect that helps clarify Foucault’s perspective on resistance is 

‘ ’
within Foucault’s series of lectures 

have as their objective ‘wanting to be conducted differently, towards 
other objectives…through other procedures and methods’ 

‘ ’

focused on saying ‘no’, but on guiding subject
conducts involve subjects saying they don’t want to be 

2.5 Resistance and 
governmentality analysis

’

’

References to resistance tend to be ‘tagged on’ in the discussion 



. O’Malley et al. argue that 

’

O’Malley

that is consistent, coherent and integrated, making it difficult to ‘prise 
apart a space for political intervention’ O’Malley, 1997, p. 513

’ —
—

1), for example, draws attention to the ‘inevitable gap between what is 
attempted and what is accomplished’ in governing. 

— —

‘counter resistance’ 

authorities would give them: ‘dependant’, ‘recipient’ or ‘jobseeker’. In 

—

the ways in which subjects can ‘accommodate, adapt, contest or resist’ 



(O’Malley et al., 1997). A focus 
on only the ‘serious statements’—those from ‘above’—

changing and tend to be characterised by ‘conflict, contestation and 
lity’ 

with ‘serious statements’ may be present. 

2.6 Governmentality and housing 
literature 

Studies of governmentalities form a ‘varied but nevertheless fairly 
consistent’ body of thinking ’

 

‘Technologies of the self’—
—



relations of power, rather than ‘escaping’ power relations. McKee

that ultimately prohibit tenants from exercising their ‘local’ 

Flint’s use of a governmentalities approach allows him to show that 
increasing the responsibilities of tenants can be both ‘empowering and 
disciplinary in its effects’ ‘Responsibilisation’ 

ies that seeks to frame ‘agency, 
responsibility’ as inherent requirements of good 

themselves in line with the standard of the ‘active consumer’ and 
‘responsible’ community member 

view a ‘capacity building’ program—

—

by the housing authority to induct tenants into the ‘proper conduct’ of 
sional, ‘conditioning tenants to apply their local 

knowledge within the existing institutional architecture of housing’ 



communities. Rather as Cruikshank notes, the point is to ‘[hold] the 
’, ‘

both its promises and its dangers to light’ 

A discourse of ‘community’ has been on the rise within social policy in 
—

‘ethopolitics’. Thinking around ethopolitics has been a key 

existence of ‘community’, uses a 
governmental approach to view ‘community’ as a 

Using the notion of a ‘community’ to which tenants must be 

 

—

standpoint of supposing that ‘the state does not exist’ 

—



 

is the notion of ‘choice’. T
governmentality approach allows ‘choice’ to be understood as a 

determinations of need to a process oriented around ‘consumer 
choice’, mimicking a market system for letting social housing units 

looks at ‘choice’ as 

programs using business principles, including ‘technologies of 
performance’. ‘Technologies of performance’ refers to policy tools 

nce indicators, performance reviews, ‘benchmarking’ 



Bullen’s approach to these tools as technologies of governing—
—

measurable objectives and towards governments ‘purchasing a set of 
agreed results’ rather than funding services 

the concept of ‘technologies of performance’ to understand the 

be ‘failing’ 

 

ested in what has been termed by Ghertner as ‘aesthetic 
governmentality’ 



key rationality in Delhi’s recent ‘global city’ paradigm, in which the use 

— —

outcomes. She explores how matters of taste and ‘whiteness’ in 

—
ity with a stylised vision of the ‘proper’ way to build 

—

are instruments that shape the ‘field of actions’ to ‘alter the look of 
urban spaces, their usages and our imagination of the city’ 

as ‘discourse’. 

—



 

cault’s work. 

Jones’s 

aspects of Australia’s housing in the 1940s: the contribution of poor 
—

—and the ‘drift to the cities’ occurring as a result of poor 

describes how ‘immobility’ has been used by the Australian 

 

’

mentioned here, tagged on after a paper’s central arguments are 
‘ ’ ’

‘



’

’

2.7 A governmentalities approach 
to studying housing 
redevelopment and resistance 

studies of governmentality. I adopt and rework Dean’s
analytics of government and Death’s 
explore the potential of ‘counter conduct’ for understand

—
governmental interventions with analysis of ‘what happens when 

regulate and improve’ (2007, p. 27)—takes me into the ‘witches’ brew’: 



seek to ‘grasp all things at once’ but rather hope that by 
attending to a particular place and set of experiences, I can ‘better 
grasp how power is lived, produced and contested’ (Murray Li, 2007, 

  



 



 

a focus on exploring the ‘textually recorded programmes and 
representations’ of governmental practice ’

an ‘explosion’ of interest in ethnographies of neoliberalism within 
—the ‘home’ 

conducted ‘an ethnography’, 

— —

so I use the term ‘ethnographic methods’ to describe my approach 

movement studies ‘scholar activism’. ‘Scholar activism’ refers to 



‘growing trend’ amongst scholars I’m sure that 

— —

‘outside’ the academic realm. Of course, there were other reasons, too: 
I was driven by a desire to make sure that I was ‘giving back’ in some 

—

with the tenants’ cause; 

about more than just ‘alignment’, it is about 

of the redevelopment and the residents’ efforts to resist it, it meant 

‘
the hyphen’ (as Routledge and 

‘data’ out of t



—

3.1 Ethnography and 
governmentality 

—
Brady and Lippert’s edited collection 

—

based approaches lead to ‘cookie cutter’ 

‘singular, clear and settled’ 

approaches to governmentality have been ‘relatively abstract’ 
; Stenson claims that governmentality studies have an ‘over



effects of liberal mentalities’ 

‘seamless’ rather than ‘tentative and politically contested’ 

risk ‘conceptualising housing policy as 
seamless, logical and strategic’ 

‘actual people’ located in a ‘specific place and time’ 

— —
had better access to the ‘real’ or the ‘actual’, as su
suggest that a universal truth exists and that we only need the ‘right’ 

‘anathema’ to Foucault’s project, Dean argues, because Foucault was 
‘not concerned with gaining access to how things really operate’ 

Rebutting Brady, he says that ‘Foucault is not seeking access to the 
complexity of everyday life’ but rather the ways in which we ‘form 

nd seek to govern’ domains such as ‘everyday life’ 

—

not particularly interested in claims to finding the ‘right’ or ‘best’ data 

s Dean argues, this ‘does not mean that 
the ethnographer cannot pursue such problems’ 
merely that she should not ‘give them authorisation from Foucault 
himself’ 

drawing on Foucault’s work. Foucault invited scholars to see his work 

with curiosity (Foucault, quoted in O’Farrell 
ethnographies of governmentality not as some ‘true’ application of 
Foucault’s intentions or as a method that Foucault himself might have 

 



look at how ‘governable 

envisaged form’ ; and to uncover the ‘variable 
success of governmental strategies in achieving their objectives’ 

— —
variety of settings. Nethercote’s findings 

jectives. McKee’s use of qualitative methods 

‘gritty reality’ of the unemployed and the mystical ‘unreal’ rationalities 

more ‘real’ perspective on welfare reform, noting that their purpose is 
not ‘dispelling myths’ and ‘speaking truth to power’ but rather 

as ‘the unemployed’ are produced 



never see governmental practices ‘between’ successive 

into how the ‘macro rationalities of advanced liberalism’ are 
translated into ‘micro practices’ 

‘assumptions, knowledge and convictions’ 

 

 

3.2 My methods



—
—

s’ time. I also gathered and analysed hundreds 

 

‘ ’ is a pseudonym.



—

—

 

 

 

 

 

 



University’s Human Research Et

—



—



—

—

was volunteering there, so I didn’t

not the tenants’ real names. I realise that it will still be fairly easy to 

ample, though Robert’s name is 

refrain from identifying people’s positions within the community in 

 



— —

—

ced on people’s time. Our 

—



interviews, the Government’s consultation process had begun. 

the redevelopment. The burden on residents’ time and energy was 

—

and covered their views on the redevelopment and the Government’s 

against the Government’s plans. I was largely 

’

studying me. And looking at me as if [I’m] like one of those 

’

don’t —

isn’t 



Reflecting on Catriona’s comment, I decided that I would do no 

on people’s time. I felt uncomfortable asking more 

 

• level policy documents such as the NSW Government’s 

• 

Regulatory Tribunal’s reports

• 

Government websites and also through RedWatch’s archive 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

• 

 

 

 

 

 



3.3 Scholar activism?

to add both to the numbers and skills that make up the campaign’s 

I was not the only ‘outsider’ who occupied this status as a potentially 

—

—

Planning Centre, asked questions on the action group’s behalf in 



—

While we knew that we could not remain ‘neutral’ outsiders, we did 

group’s driving force. We did not want the tenants’ campaign to 
—

Parliament) was to have residents’ voices prioritised in the 

— —

write of how they ended up ‘effectively running’ a campaign 

relationship with the tenants that, after the researchers ‘ran out of 
steam’ in their attempts to mobilise tenants, the campaign collapsed 

 

’

’

— —



process (which I’ll

redevelopment and the residents’ experiences with colleagues and 

— —

—
—

‘resident led’ solution in the absence of tenant input. I felt some 

’
—

’

‘



’
’ ‘ ’

felt bound to speak up, to intervene on the tenants’ behalf. In my 

—
—

estate on Sydney’s north shore]. 
Someone claimed that it is to be demolished. I’m not sure 

—everything I’ve seen from the 
won’t

housing provider. I’m not sure where everyone gets [these 



from being repeated again. I’m not sure how well my point was taken 

Robert, in response, was dismissive, saying that he doesn’t care what 

— —

—
—

Our responsibilities, as far as the university’s ethics process was 



‘real ethics’ challenges that scholar activists encounter ‘never seem to 
have a box on the form’ in official processes 

navigate scenarios where there is no ‘clear cut’ right choice 

providing an ‘answer’ about these difficult struggles but to note that 

Rather than attempting to ‘write out’ the messiness of ethnographic 
—

3.4 Analysis 

An enduring question about the use of Foucault’s work in the social 

‘often left implicit rather than made explicit’ 

—

—



 ‘ ’

. This ‘mechanical 
method’ 
as raw data ‘waiting to be coded’, to be counted, entered into statistical 

—

Foucault himself described his work as ‘an 
system’, noting that he adopted ‘no recipe, hardly any general method’ 
(Foucault, cited in O’Farrell . Foucault’s work does not 
have ‘predictive’ or ‘scientific’ value—

’

den in the data exist truths about the ‘real world’ that can be 

of ‘coding’. While I used coding software— —

—one articulated by Augustine: ‘what does a 
researcher do if she does not code data?’ 

be ‘so difficult to describe and 
explain’ that we tend to resort to equating qualitative analysis with 



—
—

taking ‘detailed notes of the form, content and documentary context’ 
and then subjecting ‘these no

tables, diagrams or narratives, and, ultimately, an argument’ 
. This kind of ‘repeated reconfiguration’ feels 

Pierre and Jackson call their approach ‘post
analysis’ and encourage scholars to think of this as non

—
explained, and ‘it certainly cannot be replicated’ 

. There is ‘no recipe for this kind of analysis’—

—
—

—

—

elements of Dean’s analytics of government and Death’s 

—
—and ‘coding’ things that I thought might 



proceed through an ‘absorptive approach’ to familia

‘through many cycles and reclassifications’ 

—
—

while I was undertaking fieldwork. Again, I won’t pretend these 

The idea of ‘writing as inquiry’ feels as though it describes my 

and the theory. Writing, argues Augustine, can be an ‘analytic stance 
he data’ 

—
journal entries that make up a large chunk of my ‘data’ were written 

—



more readily considered ‘writing’ than might other forms of data such 

reflecting, turning questions over in my mind. I was not a ‘neutral’ 

—
—

means of argument. ‘Post coding analysis’, argue St
Jackson, occurs ‘in the midd ’ —

. I refuse to draw a distinction between the ‘collection’ 
and ‘analysis’ phases of my research, because I don’t feel that these 

reflecting and ‘collecting’ process that I undertook. This was not a 
linear ‘collect, analyse, write’ process
called the ‘traditional linear collection>analysis>representation’ 

interview data as having more privileged access to ‘the real’
, or ‘secondary sources’) or my 

writing should be treated differently to ‘empirical’ information, 
‘data’ collected for one’s 

to the ‘empirical 
world’ while other is relegated to 

n claim to have visited the ‘unempirical world’? 



hold up when one assumes the existence of a ‘real’ world which is to 

—not as glimpses into an objective ‘truth’ but as ways of 

3.5 ‘Doing’ governmentality

These questions were informed by my reading of Foucault’s original 

. These questions were primarily ‘how’ questions—

‘how’ we are governed. 

that statements are not the ‘tranquil locus’ on the basis of which we 

describe governmentality not as a method ‘but a certain ethos of 
investigation’, which is oriented towards a focus not on the 



—
—

• 

government are articulated in ‘broad discourses of rule’ or 
‘political rationalities’ ’

government is ‘thought into being’, how practitioners 

’

• 

—

• 

• 

• 



• —

—
focus of Foucault’s project 

—
—

‘empirical mapping of governmental rationalities and techniques’ 

—
—





 

one of the neighbourhood’s main retail strips. Redfern Street 

Hotel, closest to the station, remains a ‘rough’ pub, a 

racing and rugby league. No hipsters in there. The strip’s 

There’s a few former industrial buildings have been 
converted into the trendy offices of media companies. I’m 

seemed ‘edgy’ to be loc

community organisations. There’s an empty block, with 

is Australia’s Federal government social security agency.



housing dwellings: they’re the ones that haven’t been 

not anymore. Apparently these kids don’t need schools, they 
need ‘centres of excellence’. 

between Marton’s carpark and the street, protecting their 
s. There aren’t any 

there today, but they’ve hissed at me before so I’m a little 

—



layer of cockatoo shit. It’s hard to believe, looking at it today, 

working at one of the city’s top universities, I was unable to afford a 
—

—
—

. It’s hard to keep track of the ne

— use of ‘frontier’ themed businesses. The 
number of ‘pirate’ themed bars speaks to this to some degree—
not quite the ‘wild west’, which would have different connotations in 



 

Thirdly, I don’t intend to gloss over the ways in which the Waterloo 

I hadn’t occasionally worried for my safety while doing fieldwork on 

’s enormous fig trees felt especially dark 

and security, including installing ‘concierge’ staff (contracted security 



adopt allows me to divorce my work from any attempt to be ‘objective’ 
or ‘detached’—

owledge this here, I don’t make 
—

own vantage point, I don’t mean to present a static picture of 

—

haven’t attempted to remove this from the thesis—

that simply wasn’t there. Just as the feelings of residents were often in 

scary place. Despite recent improvements, memories of the area’s 

misconstruing this belief as an indication that I’d like to see the place 

—but I’m not sure that a wholesale demolition 



—

—

4.1 Waterloo’s past 

country. Boxley’s Clear, as Redfern was known in the early 1800s,

Described in ‘The Suburbs of Sydney. No. VIII Waterloo and Alexandria’, 



symbolic as the home of a large proportion of Sydney’s Indigenous 

Sydney’s west

 

or build ‘humpies’ (lean



Commonwealth Governments have never been ‘enthusiastic about 
involvement in housing’, even when strong welfare reasons for 

The Commission’s major outcome, the Commonwealth

city areas to construct workers’ housing, and 

Glebe. Many of the former residents were moved to ‘huts’ in Herne 

—



The estate’s walk

planned along the lines of Le Corbusier’s ‘radiant 
city’



Waterloo’s 30 — —

—

state’s largest unions. The Green Bans were a campaign driven by the 

Commission’s walk



 

workers’ (Victorian terrace) housing that would make way for further 

Housing Commission couldn’t hope to house all applicants on their 

—

—

Surry Hills became infamously known as the ‘suicide towers’—

, Sydney’s tabloid newspaper, and 



e NSW Government implemented the ‘Waterloo Green 
Neighbourhood Project’, which intended to provide funding for safety 

—

—

that the ‘worst days’ of life on the estate are behind them. Though 

4.2 Waterloo today: A tale of two 
neighbourhoods

y’s major universities, and a major train station (Redfern 

—
he ‘Redfern towers’. The area is also known 

as ‘South Sydney’, named for the former local government area that 

class team even within Australia’s working



—

 

Waterloo’s newest housing stock tends to be comprised of apartment 

especially in the neighbourhood’s eastern parts, where gentrification 

‘Dank Street’, began in the 2000s. 



—

en Waterloo’s two populations (middle

—
—

—



 



— —

—

unequal neighbourhood. Waterloo’s public housing tenants live in a 
—

—



 

5.1 The context 

circumstances of the boy’s death remain unclear, with many 
conflicting accounts complicating the coroner’s investigations. But 

—

Though the inquiry’s Interim Report 

Housing Company’s redevelopment of The Block—

—



Metropolitan Development Authority’s powers transferred through 

rowth NSW Development Corporation (‘Urban Growth’ 

ncluding Waterloo, and is responsible for ‘promoting, co
managing and securing’ the orderly development of ‘growth centres’ 

— —
the Built Environment Plan’s implementation was ever made by

providing an ‘inconvenient corporate memory’ for those government 



 

decades. Apart from a few renewal projects in the city’s southwest (see 

The State Government’s main activity around housing affordability 

‘inclusionary zoning’ provisions. This zoning requires developers to 



Communities Plus builds on previous efforts to implement ‘social mix’ 



with ‘social’ housing that is built, owned and manag

 

direction of social housing policy in an age characterised by the ‘hyper
commodification’ of housing

—
—

one ‘formally constituted as a private entity’ and only indirectly 



neoliberal urban project described as ‘the new urban enclosure’ 
(Hodkinson, 2012), ‘accumulation by dispossession’ (Harvey, 2008), 
‘state led gentrification’ (Watt, 2009), and ‘gentrification by stealth’ 

Christophers (2017) describes as the ‘indirect’ financialisa

—
—

5.2 The redevelopment of 
Waterloo 

 

estate was to be redeveloped, and that a ‘new community’ would be 





density areas of Waterloo’s public housing. 

designation that changes the way Waterloo’s redevelopment is 

 



 

intended to link Sydney’s ‘Global Arc’. The Global Arc
is a ‘corridor’ identified in the NSW Government’s key 

Sydney’s airport to the city’s south, through the Green Square area,

—

Estate. The Global Arc is intended to represent Sydney’s business and 

Green Square is an urban renewal site to Waterloo’s immediate south, and has 



being managed by Urban Growth, the NSW Government’s 

‘Bulk billing’ is the term given to doctors in Australia who do not charge any 
additional fee beyond the Federal Government subsidy for general practitioner’s 



 



 

‘the usual suspects’: those tenants and tenant representatives which 

consultation as part of the ‘visioning’ process for the redevelopment. 

Let’s talk Waterloo: 

 

prepared a brochure outlining three ‘options’ f

of the ‘options’ involved at least a three



—



‘ ’



5.3 Key organisations

 



 

—
—

—



comprised of representatives from Waterloo’s 11 public housing 
d as a ‘precinct’, as 

Government’s decision to discontinue funding for Counterpoint.  

 

, aired on Australia’s national public 
 

— —
for the government’s activities in Redfern, Eveleigh, Darlington and 

rotest the redevelopment and advocate for residents’ 



ibed in Chapter 2, I apply Dean’s 



 

 

 



 

 



 

While Foucault’s lectures 

‘ ’

Dean’s 

interested in treating instances of government as ‘ideal types’ but 

—it involves working to remove the ‘naturalness’ of how things 

‘An analytics of government’ may feel like a general term, but I use it throughout 

wer consistent with that involved in Foucault’s concept of 



government is the ways in which it encourages a focus on ‘power as a 
process’ 

power’s
conception of power, as demonstrated by Korosteleva’s 

produce both the self and the other. Further, the framework’s 

dominant governmentalities. However, resistance is ‘imminent and 
situated in the antagonism of strategies’ and therefore an analysis of 

O’Malley, Weir and Shearing argue that there is a tendency to 
characterise programs of government ‘as though they can be captured 
between successive implementations and failures’ ’

resistance nor do they have some ‘true form’ upon which resistance 

—

Kosovo is governed and resisted. They apply Dean’s analytics to 



• 

• 

• 

• 

‘How is the redevelopment of Waterloo governed?’ I apply these four 

6.1 Forms of visibility

identifying the ‘fields of visibility’ that make it possible to picture who 



isible as a ‘problem’ usually involves constituting it as a result of a 

exhaustively determining a subject’s possibilities

appears as a ‘resource’ to be carefully distributed: ‘social housing 

number of available dwellings’ 

 

—

to ‘rezone’ public housing estates in economic terms in relation to 

notions such as the ‘global city’ as part of a ‘scalar reorganisation’ of 
the city ‘toward the global’ 



‘Global Sydney’ are an attempt to rescale Sydney, to ‘rezone’ the city’s 

lthough Rogers does not use the notion of ‘fields of visibility’, what 

processes and its role in the city’s relation to

scale, and by emphasising this level’s relation to the global market, 

strategies is the ‘state significant precinct’ designation of the site. 

‘state significant 
precinct’ through state planning legislation. The state significant 

—

—
land. Sites designated in this way are deemed to have ‘economic, 
environmental or social significance for the state’, and the purpose of 
the designation is ‘to facilit
public services … or redevelopment of major sites no longer 
appropriate or suitable for public purposes’ 

‘of state importance 

and the renewal of social housing’ 

The designation of the site as a ‘state significant’ precinct is relevant 

mechanisms to turn this site into a place of ‘state significance’, the 
m the estate’s function within the 

this way, the Government is also signalling that the site is ‘no longer 
appropriate or suitable’ for its former public purpose 



 

— —

The notion of ‘circulation’
icularly crucial component of the ‘conduct of conduct’ 

governance is concerned with facilitating ‘good’ circulation and 
preventing ‘bad’ circulation. Rose, quoted in Bulley 

rgues that cities are a ‘problem’ for government as well as a 
‘permanent incitement’ to govern. The art of government is concerned 
with ‘making possible, guaranteeing and ensuring circulations: the 
circulation of people, merchandise, air, etcetera’ 

particularly heavy in the global city, noting that in Sydney’s 
metropolitan spatial planning the ‘global city’ is represented in terms 

‘Circulation’ is relevant to the ways in which ‘social mix’ policies 

be considered ‘bad’ circulation—

notion of ‘neighbourhood effects’—



the Future Directions policy claiming that ‘subsidised housing has the 
otential to entrench disadvantage’ 

problematised as having ‘bad’ circulation—imagined ‘sticky places’

redevelopment program will ‘develop new mixed communities where 
blends in with private and affordable housing’ 

. The ‘underlying principles’ of the Waterloo 
redevelopment are a ‘housing mix approach’ 

, and the redevelopments will aim for ‘more integrated’ 

—

‘Sticky places’ has been a term used in economic geography to describe places 
investment ‘sticks’ 

or households ‘stick to’.



emerges as what I have called here a ‘sticky place’ for disadvantaged 
—

6.2 Forms of knowledge

The Foucauldian concern with knowledge is not about ‘facts’ as such, 

ng ‘what is said?’, this approach to 

—

discourse which society ‘accepts and makes function as true’ 

Foucault’s provocation to ‘suppose that universals do not exist’ 
—

emergence of ‘criminology’ as a domain of knowledge—

knowledge has helped ‘determ
the character of social facts’ —

of ‘rendering technical’ (2007, p. 7). Rendering a subject technical 



—
d ‘the questions that experts exclude or attempt to contain 

do not simply go away’ (2007, p. 10). I attend to this contestation 

—

— —

 

Both the redevelopment of Waterloo and the broader notion of ‘social 
mix’ draw upon urban planning knowledge as means of understanding 

‘generate forms of truth’ 

‘betterment’—

that direct us toward an ‘end point’ 

Planners understand that place can be ‘made’, as the recent explosions 
of planning consultants claiming to be ‘place makers’ can attest. 

identified as ‘under used’ or obsolete and determine its readiness for 



process. A series of ‘capacity building’ programs aimed to prepare 

d a workshop on ‘planning for non planners’ 

—
—

— —

organising logics that ‘produce, reproduce and structure’ the ‘spatial 
and temporal knowledge systems for their vision of the city’

—

notes that urban planning knowledge promotes the ‘differential 
regulation of populations’ who can be connected/disconnected from 

—



different ‘options’ also indicates that spatial arrangements are 

space in order to shape the area’s future.  



communications emphasise Waterloo’s improved transport 
infrastructure, focused on providing ‘integrated transport options’ 

will ‘make Waterloo a desired destination’ 
. In other words, through planning’s focus on mobility, Waterloo 

 

Planning knowledge places planners in a ‘neutral’ position that 
ostensibly does not ‘take sides’ 



‘seemingly neutral’ analytical differentiators used to ‘rezone’ the city 

further emphasises this ‘neutral’ and expert posi

described himself and his colleagues as ‘participants’ 

Government is a ‘participant’ obscures the significant power 
differentials that exist within the diverse group of ‘participants’. 

‘visual codes’ such as design guidelines that use drawings and 

. She explores how matters of taste and ‘whiteness’ in 

—
encourage conformity with a stylised vision of the ‘proper’ way to build 

—
—



leanings, become normative under the guise of ‘neutral’ urban design 

—
etic vernacular of Sydney’s urban landscape, and that of NSW 

more generally, these are easily identifiable as ‘Housing Commission’ 

‘blends in’ with private housing 

‘artist’s impressions’ that accompany the ‘options’ for Waterloo 
suggest the Government’s vision for Waterloo looks 

—
area of redeveloped industrial land to Waterloo’s south—



 

‘generalises the economic form’ to make it a ‘principle of 
decipherment of social relationships and individual behaviour’, that 
is, the economic becomes ‘a principle to evaluate governmental action’ 

ket is understood to provide ‘true’ costs, 
and therefore comes to constitute a ‘standard of truth’ which enables 

this regime of knowledge, the only ‘true’ social policy is economic 

become targets for the establishment of ‘quasi’ or ‘artificial’ markets 

‘making best use’ of 

Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal’s review of rent setting 

— —

the social housing sector as a space in which ‘government dominates’

see more room for ‘private and non
innovation’ 



ousing, and also aims to see that social housing ‘blends in with 
private housing’ —

al programs in financial terms in evidence in the Tribunal’s report, 
which recommends a more ‘sustainable’ funding model so that social 
housing might become ‘a relatively low risk investment’ 

‘best value’ for their ‘contributions’ to the social housing system 

must be capitalised upon through sale or lease allowing ‘value 
capture’, investment must be attracte

—

6.3 Subjectivities

—
‘gradually and progressively constituted’ 

— power’s 



‘what forms of self and identity are presupposed by various practices 
of government?’, ‘what statuses, capacities, attributes and 

who are governed?’, and ‘how are their capacities and attributes 

the extent that agents ‘come to experience themselves’ through these 

for example, the subject of the ‘welfare cheat’ is made ‘real’ through 

participant in politics but is ‘an effect and an instrument of political 
power’ 

 



to rely on subjects’ capacity to self

Neoliberal rationalities rely on the figure of the ‘enterprising self’, a 

‘congruence that it endeavours to achieve’ bet

Flint argues that the figure of the ‘responsible tenant’ is the basis for a 
‘new politics of behaviour’ in the UK centred around managing the 

behaviour focus on a normalised vision of a ‘good citizen’ or ‘good
neighbour’, which must be realised in order for full citizenship status 

es tenants as ‘vulnerable’, a category that is 
defined as including ‘the elderly, people with a disability or severe and 

c and family violence’ 

available to ‘adults with persistent low income 
tcomes’ 

ot ‘prepared to 
commit’
range of measures aimed to change ‘incentives’ around employment 



 

The notion of the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor has been present 

—the ‘deserving poor’. Though 

tenants into two groups: the ‘safety net group’ and the ‘opportunity 
group’ . While the ‘safety net group’ is 
comprised of the ‘the frail aged and people living with a disability or 

illness’— ‘real need’ 
— ‘opportunity group’ are those which the 

of two ways: either they belong to the ‘safety net group’ and are 

something of a ‘lost cause’ group, a group of subjects that the 

another. Alternatively, they belong to the ‘opportunity group’, a group 

These measures include ‘personal support plans’, which tenants must 



The ‘opportunity group’ and the ‘safety net group’ are not merely 

‘opportunity group’ brings into being a group of tenants who need not 

‘successfully transitioning’ out of social housing and into the private 

‘for those who need it’. This stigmatisation of tenants is a critical 

—
—

—especially as tenants’ circumstances change over time 
The Tribunal’s refusal to adopt these categories points to some 



— —

6.4 Technologies of government

vocabularies by which ‘authority is constituted and rule accomplished’ 

—

existing ‘problems’ to instruments wielded to achieve 

—
—



‘community’ is illuminated as a technique of government when viewed 

the ways in which the ‘masterplan’ is not simply a neutral mechanism 

 

The discourse of ‘community’ has been on the rise in social policy in 

‘community’, rather than simply referring to a pre

Community here is both a ‘spatial scale for intervention’ and a site of 
—it ‘emerges as 

both a territory and a technique’ of government 

‘Ethopolitics’ refers to attempts to shape the conduct of subjects by 
acting on their ‘sentiments, beliefs and values’—

presented as ‘uncontested and unanimously understood’ 

housing context, this notion of ‘community’ works to create 

The notion of ‘community’ appears frequently in discourse around 
social housing reforms in NSW. ‘Community’ is used in particular in 

‘affect ’ by the behaviour of tenants failing to 

‘The community’ is also imagined as an entity that deserves a voice in 

recommending that the NSW Civil Appeals Tribunal make changes ‘to 
hbours a voice in the Tribunal process’ 



describes a ‘fair social 
housing system’ as one where ‘tenants value the support they are 

sitively to their community’ 

‘community’ invoked to establish an ethical norm to guide self
 

program of renewal, ‘Communities Plus’, has key policy objectives are 
a ‘new mixed community’ (

—

program on building particular kinds of communities: ‘integrated’ or 
‘mixed’ communities are the desired outcome of p

a ‘place making approach to building communities’ 
, indicating that ‘community’ here is 

that the introduction of ‘Place Plans’ will ‘build a stronger and safer 
community with a positive identity’ 
one in which ‘more people feel safe and participate in their local 
community’ 

policy posits that such a ratio will enable ‘more 
integrated communities’ 
diversifying tenure and social mix will lead to ‘stable and sustainable’

objective of ‘integrated communities’ bec

It is expected that social housing tenants living in ‘vibrant and socio
economically diverse communities’ will make decisions that lead to 
‘improved social and economic participation’ 



— —

 

. Murdoch describes the UK’s 
‘urban capacity studies’ as technologies of government that ‘re
present’ urban areas, rendering spaces ‘transparent’ using survey 

The designation of Waterloo as a ‘state significant precinct’ triggered 

. These studies transform the neighbourhood’s 

‘visible, calculable and, therefore, governable’ 

decisions are free from ‘political bargaining’ 



‘fuzzy’ spatial imaginaries such as ‘hubs’, ‘nodes’, and ‘networks’ 
‘soft spaces’ are technologies for rendering the city 

governable in different ways. They don’t tend to be part of the 
‘practico sensory’ city , that is, they aren’t part of 
people’s experiences of the city. Rather, these soft spaces are 

The ‘Global Arc’ and the ‘global economic corridor’ identified in the 
NSW Government’s

(for further exploration of the ‘global arc’ as soft space see Rogers 
). Similarly, the identification of a ‘state significant precinct’ 

and the ‘Waterloo estate’ serves to draw a line around a space to 

series of ‘options’ for the future of Waterloo. These options were 

throughout the ‘visioning’ process. 

The ‘options’ shared with the community 

—



technical means to address questions around the place’s future. 

6.5 Conclusion 

: The three redevelopment ‘options’ presented by the NSW 



—

—

 





 

responses from residents. Many felt despondent: ‘when I received the 
—

garden today’ [Elsa, Community 

residents expressed resignation: ‘If we’re going to be [relocated to] 
Campbelltown for two years, we might as well stay there’ [Cameron, 

7.1 The action group

The group’s first activities were to coordinate a petition and a tent 



Australians, as I’ll discuss in more detail in 

redevelopment. These meetings were attended by the group’s leader, 

to update the action group’s Facebook page to share the group’s 

would take place in parallel to the Government’s official masterplan, 

residents’ perspectives. The group secured a lease

consulting with residents. This space became known as the ‘Future 
Planning Centre’ and was launched on June 24, 2017. 

action group’s activities and as a drop

overnment’s

Waterloo. The space became a hub for the action group’s events and 



7.2 The meetings 

was wondering if I was in the right place. Robert didn’t show 
until 5pm, so the meeting didn’t start until then. There 
wasn’t an agenda, so things got pretty muddled. Lots of time 
was spent listening to Robert talk… The meeting tends 

logistically important, but perhaps didn’t need to be 

time… I suspect I will fi



— —

—
—

—
—

—

placed in the foyers of the estate’s buildings. 

leadership, which came almost entirely from the group’s chair, Robert. 



Robert said he didn’t want a
doesn't know about: ‘I’m sick of hearing about things third 

go through me’. [Field notes, action group meeting, 10 

Robert’s ranting, as I note here:

There was lots of ranting again from Robert today. He’s 

and he’s the one who does most of the talking in meetings. 

Alzheimer’s 

In this thesis, I don’t wish to get caught up in how the specific and 
particular aspects of Robert’s b
otherwise of resistance in Waterloo. I don’t mean to dismiss the 
importance of Robert’s personality within the group—



don’t think that the subjectivity of leaders is important—

aspects of Robert’s subjectivity might have influenced the way the 
t’s dominance as a straight, 

—

illness or substance dependence. I don’t mean by this that public 

action group faced would have persisted without Robert’s presence. It 
— —

7.3 The alternative masterplan 

from ‘first principles’, consulting residents about their values and 

the government’s approach, which involved setting critical 
parameters around the estate’s future: the density, housing mix, 

residents’ input only 

The action group’s intention was to undertake the alternative 
masterplanning process simultaneously with the government’s 

as a counterpoint for the Government’s claims and plans. 

community was being asked to participate in the Government’s own 

alternative plan related to the Government’s process, how and by 

that tenants would be incapable of differentiating between the ‘official’ 



ensure that the ‘official’ process retained an unchallenged posit

consultation. Running a parallel process to the Government’s official 

practical ways. I can’t say for certain that these were necessarily 
I also don’t want to dismiss the 

the residents’ activities and to effectively 

7.4 What is being resisted?

how resistance took place and what it produced. But I don’t want to 

tion group’s reasons for resisting, 

—



what their objectives should be. I don’t mean to pretend that the 

follows, so that the reasons for the group’s formation might be 

 

message that she doesn’t want to leave. ‘This is my home. 
Home for 45 years. I don’t want to leave. I won’t go 

until I die’. [Field notes, action group meeting, 20 June 

—
—

—

Robert said ‘this community’s finished as soon as the 
bulldozers turn up. That’s when we need to start fighting’. 



John said ‘we need to fight before [the bulldozers turn up]… 
I don’t want to see a new community’. Joanne said ‘this is a 
unique place. There’s nowhere else like this, it’s unique. 
That’s being totally ignored. We live together quite 
harmoniously compared to other places’. Beth agreed: 
‘there’s already little room enough, they’re going to squeeze 
thousands more in, there won’t be room for anything’. [Field 

—
—

—

Joanne said ‘When they moved [a local Abor

months of moving’. [Field notes, action group meeting, 28 

people’s lives and personal imaginaries (Easthope, 2004; Porteous 

 

—



theme throughout the group’s activities, and all group members 

Waterloo]… they are firmly against privatisation. Beth said 
‘privatisation should not be allowed to happen, it’s just 
really wrong. It shits me to tears’. John agreed, ‘the 

about, we can’t let it continue. They just want to sell, sell, 
sell’. Corinne said that she believes the government ‘just 

future’. [Field notes, action group meeting, 31 January 2017]

Group members were cynical of the NSW Government’s promises to 

Andrew: ‘One of the arguments that [the Government] will 

public housing elsewhere’. Corinne said ‘“elsewhere” is the 
problem’. John interjected, ‘
do it’—

: ‘selling anything off is a bad idea—once it’s 
gone, it’s gone forever. If there’s more public housing then 

just saying “don’t sell 
it”. Income
invaluable’. [Field notes, action group meeting, 19 

tenants to house from the wait list. They were worried that the ‘hardest 
to house’ tenants would be left out by community housing providers: 



Much of the Government’s justification of the privatisation of public 
‘mixed community’—

‘socially mixed’ community was challenged by members of the action 

x policy]: ‘their [the 
Government’s] intention is to move the poor people out of the 
inner city’ [Field notes, action group meeting, 7 February 

tion for ‘neighbourhood 
effects’, laughing off the idea that they would be ‘improved’ through 

Emma was amused by the idea of ‘role modelling’: ‘the idea 
that I’ll see what my neighbours are doing and change my 

is ridiculous’. [Field notes, capacity building workshop, 

program as ‘poor cleansing’ and ‘gentrification’:

One resident called the redevelopment ‘slum clearance’: 
‘people to be cleansed by living next to yuppies’ [Field notes, 

called for ‘social 
housing not social cleansing’ 

The redevelopment was often also framed as ‘ethnic cleansing’, 

he area today. The area’s cultural importance for the 



former Prime Minister Paul Keating’s famous Redfern speech. The 

International Year of the World’s Indigenous People, and was a major 
acknowledgement of the injustices perpetrated against Australia’s 

to be understood in popular discourse as ‘Australia’s Harlem’—
discursively ghettoising and stigmatising one of Aboriginal Australia’s 

cess of gentrification as the ‘re
colonisation’ (2007, p. 2) of inner

might be best described as a ‘doubling down’ of colonisation). 

ribing the plight of the area’s local Indigenous 

‘…At this rate students will outnumber [Aboriginal] 

code for ethnic cleansing.’ [Field notes, action group 

Joanne said ‘the theft of land was an issue here from day 

eating’s Redfern
the most important political speeches in the country’s history 
voted in a 2011 national poll as the third ‘most unforgettable speech of all time’, 

ly Martin Luther King’s ‘I have a dream’ and Christ’s ‘Sermon 
on the mount’ 



acknowledged.’ [Field notes, Participatory masterplan 

 

—

with the rest of the city’s urban form —

One resident said ‘we’re already overdeveloped, we don’t 
need this.’ [Field notes, capacity building workshop, 17 May 

The loss of the area’s modernist planning and architecture was a 

and find them to be ‘good places to live’ [Robert, action group meeting, 

— —
 

Catriona: ‘Matavai and Turanga [the 30

[if they are demolished]’. [Field notes, action group meetin





 

, however, has initiated some interest in applying Dean’s 

this analytics provides a ‘new theoretical tool for analysing protest’ 
and that it provides an opportunity for a ‘serious focus’ upon dissent 

turn Dean’s notion of an analytics of government towards resistance. 
of resistance as ‘counter conduct’ 

—



Death’s focus on counter

with regards to ‘care’ within residential aged care facilities. This 

8.1 Fields of visibility

Just as governmental rationalities ‘render visible’ the space over 

‘disruption’ of state

to call my approach an ‘analytics of resistance’, 
rather than an analytics of ‘protest’, as per Death. This is not so much 

. ‘Protest’ has 



 

—
—

level of the neighbourhood, rendered through ‘practico sensory’ 

nto visibility as ‘home’ is a key strategy of the action 
group’s resistance. In conversation and meetings, as well as in 

—

saying ‘These are people’s homes. They’re not just “real estate”’

). Bringing the estate into view as a ‘home’ place

the tenants’ relationship to place. Rather than viewing the estate in its 

neighbourhood as ‘real estate’, bringing into the foreground their 



I fear that we’ll have something soulless like what’s around 
e redevelopment in Waterloo’s eastern 

section]. Also, I don’t want to lose the birds and trees that I 

This a home sweet home for me. It’s a shelter after what I’ve 
gone through in life. I’m still struggling now and then but 
I’m happy and free and this is me. It’s a beautiful place to 

when my grandkids come, and I’ve got a little garden block 
wn there because I’m an outdoor person. My grandkids 

love it. They say, ‘Nana, can we go to your garden? Nana, 
can we go to your garden?’. I go there most days. I grow 

 

—

told the story of TJ Hickey, linking it to the ‘deliberate purge 

An ‘acknowledgement of country’ is a statement often delivered at the beginning 

land. It differs from a ‘welcome to country’ in that 



of our community since then,’ noting that there has been ‘no 
stice for his death, no censure for the officers involved’… 

She said: ‘There’s been three purges of our community, we’re 
now reduced to just 300 people’. This redevelopment has 

Aboriginal community, as ‘this is their land, after all’. 
Joanne agreed: ‘Aboriginal [public housing] tenants ne

affected by this’. [Field notes, action group meeting, 14 

Chloe said ‘[Redfern/Waterloo] was a meeting place, and 

here.’ [Field notes, participatory masterplan meeting, 28 

Centre, carries the words ‘Always was, always will be, Aborigi
land’. People’s experiences in the space were framed by the presence 

 

phrase ‘Always was, always will be, Aboriginal land’ is used by Indigenous 
s advocates and their supporters in Australia to reject the notion of ‘terra 

nullius’ which informed 200 years of colonial policy in Australia, and to remind 



 

conflict that notions of social mix and ‘redevelopment’ work to 

‘The redevelopment is all about making this area available 
class people.’ [Joanne, Field 

them retained as articles of Sydney brutalism: ‘Even if I 
don’t live in them I want to see them retained as an example 

—
were built’. The social justice mission of the towers’ 

—



One resident asked ‘why don't we put more mix in 
Warringah?’ Others contributed ‘Or Kirribilli?’
else said ‘Yeah, what about Vaucluse or Mosman?’ Everyone 

— ll knowing that it’s a fair point but that 

‘We’ve already got social mix in Waterloo. They could do 
with some social mix in Kirribilli’. [Field notes, Turning 

In the ‘post political’ city, the government attempts to obscure 

 

Australia’s Prime Minister has a NSW residence which enjoys views of the 



8.2 Forms of knowledge

interest in this section isn’t so much what the residents of Waterloo 

—

 

central in contemporary struggles: ‘contestation in contemporary 

authority of the clock and the tyranny of the cadastral map’ 

struggles ‘for command over strategic central city spaces’ as part of a 
broader struggle to ‘replace a landscape of hierarchy and pure money 
power’ with a social space constructed ‘in the image of equality and 
justice’ 
‘constructs objective conceptions of space and time’ sufficient for its 

‘register of aesthetic, emotive or moral truths’, rather than modernist 

—

Residents’ understanding of space and time is much more connected 
to people’s feelings and experiences than to mathematical 

‘background noise’, they ar



—

months’ notice

responded ‘It’ll be 30 years [before it starts]’. She sighed, and 
said to me, ‘I won’t be here in 30 years’. [Field notes, 

residents. She said ‘there’s so much uncertainty. I’ve got 

apartment, but they don’t know how long they’re going to be 
ve so many questions. I don’t have the 

answers. People just want to know how long they’ll be here 
for. It’s very hard, facing this and not knowing when you’ll 
need to move’. [Field notes, capacity building workshop, 17 

—

between residents’ ways of knowing sp



residents are feeling that they weren’t informed, and this is 

happening. Simon told them ‘we need to know when the 

what is going on’. 

Geoff said that ‘all residents need to be in the loop. People 
o know what’s going 

on.’

‘It is [the beginning of demolition]! The Metro and the
redevelopment are not separate’. She pointed to a statement 
on a Communities Plus summary note that said ‘the Metro is 
a key driver for the redevelopment’. ‘They’re not separate, 
this is just the beginning of a massive demolition’. [Field 

—

determination of those who might be ‘directly affected’

considered their ‘need to know’ to be based on their relationship with 

‘[



aside. That’s when the conversation really got g

—

‘The problem with these urban planners is they have a map 

ruler and join them up, and they’ve got a railway line. It’s 
completely devoid of contact with local people.’ [John,

 

But the value of everything these days is what it’s worth 
financially, so all those things that you can’t put a value on 

something like [George Orwell’s novel]

The government wants the public to feel like it’s wrong to be 
—they’ll try to make out that 

public debt is unusual, despite the fact that it’s been that way 



easily the group members’ economic rationalism will be accepted by 

and keep [Waterloo] Green. I’m less hopeful that this is 
—

—it’s close to Redfern shops, walking distance to 
the station, and it’ll be really close to the new Metro s

the cost of rebuilding that they will change their mind. I’m 

nants’ economic rationalism is distinct from neoliberal 

—



8.3 Technologies and apparatuses

‘ ’

‘ ’

how to say ‘no’, bu
—

—

involves ‘alternative attempts at governing’ 

that it would not merely say ‘no’ but would instead produce an 

Through proposing a viable alternative, the tenants’ masterplan 

Further, it aimed to expose the ways in which the Government’s plan 
ake the residents’ perspective as a starting point for 

otherwise. Whereas much of the group’s activities centred upon saying 
‘no’ to the redevelopment and ways of governing soc



 

‘techniques of legitimacy’, many of which were primarily oriented 

— —

Della Porta and Diani discuss the importance of the ‘logic of numbers’ 
—

At each week’s meeting, the group recorded minutes, to be distributed 

Government, for example, were regularly scheduled, and the group’s 



went against the government’s wishes]. He said that he 

important, that he doesn’t want to jeopardise them [by 

meetings] have actually achieved, and Robert said that it’s 

Here, Robert argues for maintaining the group’s standing with 
government officials over sticking to the group’s messaging on the 
redevelopment. His concern is not so much ensuring that the group’s 

—

—

—
—



: ‘
incorporation is just as muddled as everything else’ [Field notes, 

them. The group’s failure to incorporate prevente

—



 

The tactic of ‘bearing witness’ is another key technology used in 
. The ‘logic of bearing witness’ seeks to 

demonstrate a ‘strong commitment’ to an objective deemed vital for 
humanity’s future 

ess often involve adopting ‘cultural as well as political 
strategies’, reflecting a sensitivity to alternative values and culture 

—

projects that practiced ‘bearing witness’ in Waterloo: ‘monitory’ 

‘Everything we’re getting [from the government] is all spin. 

appease us.’ [Robert, field notes, action group meeting, 17 
 

‘We need to keep tabs on what everyone else is doing, as they 

and know what’s happening. The major problem is that 
there is so much stuff that we won’t have time to go to 
everything that is happening.’ [Geoff, field notes, action 

‘They 
sure we don't accidentally give it to you.’ [Corinne, field 



by RedWatch, who adopt what Rogers calls a ‘monitory democracy’ 
’s activities and ensure 

observer for the government’s 

— —

RedWatch’s membership is comprised of both private residents and 

The name ‘RedWatch’ deliberately includes ‘watch’ to signify their 
intention to ‘watch’ the government 
their approach ‘power monitoring’, and their activities focus on 

heir ‘monitory’ role in the 

access. Through literally ‘bearing witness’—

—

group’s attempts to keep the commun



The Future Planning Centre’s volunteers, many of whom were 

residents what the Government’s proposed density and building 

the ground. When the Government released its ‘options’ for the 

—



This monitory democracy role speaks to the ‘holding to account’ 

—Australia’s national day and the 

—
Aboriginal rights protestors erected a ‘tent embassy’ on the lawns of 

e in the nation’s capital in order to create a space in 
which ‘the dispossession of land rights and sovereignty are spoken 
back to the state’ 

another. Naming the protest site an ‘embassy’ also serves to highlight 

—
—

community members who believe that the Company’s mission should be to 

Block’s ori



‘

place for all Aboriginal people’ [Field notes, participatory 
Munro’s tent embassy 

‘show the [NSW Liberal] Government we are 
human beings and a united culturally diverse community’

—

—
‘it was winter and pouring with rain and freezing cold’ 

WeLiveHere aims to ‘put a human face to public housing’ and ‘to 

Australia and globally’ 



Australia’s national public broadcaster, ABC television. 

‘they are 
a political act, a statement of presence to literally say “I live here”. 
The lights are intended to make the towers visible’ [Field notes,

—

of highlighting the residents’ plight and reminding the community of 

Well, it’s to make a statement, isn’t it, that there are people 
living in these buildings. It’s not just sort of this big black 
thing, it has lights in it, says ‘look at me’, there are people 

have a response to what’s happening to 
them, but for everyone it’s a loss of their home. So either you 



was launched last week. Joanne said ‘we’re in a permanent 

until these buildings come down’ [Field notes, action group 

—

were very persistent. It’s a great idea in the first place…they 

as closely as possible: rather than an ‘ends justify the means’ 

well as being the project’s method. Further, through literally engaging 
—

—



8.4 Subjectivities and identities 

question: ‘who are we?’ 

and when I talk of the ‘production’ of subjectivities I note that these 

of a ‘we’, defined through shared traits and solidarity 
—

present challenges to these ideas of ‘we’.  

 

(neo)liberal governmentalities is ‘not to discover what we are’, but to 
‘refuse what we are’ 



Aunty Jill said: ‘you can be a murderer and that’s okay, but 
it’s much worse if you’re on welfare’. She said that [staff in 
government agencies] ‘treat you as a germ, a second
citizen… You feel like a prisoner. Like you’re on parole’. 

government that ‘housing tenants have low intelligence’, 
that they ‘don’t need to be consulted’ [Field notes, action 

Catriona said ‘the article [in the 

bottles in the stairwells.’ Residents are very aware of how 

government representatives don’t appear to approach residents as 
equals, but instead view them only as ‘tenants’:

‘So I felt, and I still feel, even though Ann Skewes is a very 
ce person, and Rob Sullivan too, I still don’t feel that they 

quite connect with the tenants as other human beings: we’re 



tenants [to them]’ [Catriona, interview, 31 October 2017]

‘I think it’s a good idea to have a tenants’—
—a residents’ group’ [Catriona, 

joked ‘what do we need sleep for? We’ve got nothing to get 
up for!’, reflecting her awar

Robert said ‘we need to keep attention here, to show that SBS 

community is.’ [Field notes, action group meeting, 10 

Australians to describe those living in public housing or ‘housing 
commission’, as public housing was previously known in NSW.

respectively, who were the key ‘faces’ of the NSW Government at Waterloo. 



the community’s ability to represent its own int

If you make a fuss, you’re seen as a troublemaker and given 

One of the group members mentioned that people don’t want 
t their address on petitions, ‘I don’t want [the 

Government] knowing where I live’. This concern about not 

trouble. They want to be involved but don’t want their tenure 
jeopardised, they don’t want anyone in the Department [of 



refuse, rather than reify, this ‘troublemaker’ subjectivity. Through 

—

 

Foucault argued that we must ‘imagine and build up what we could be’ 

nne said ‘It would be a revelation to them [the 
government] that we’re aware of what’s going on at all’. 

‘troublemaker’ subjectivity. As noted by Odysseos 



—

—
—

housing ‘independence’, residents are exercising agency to advocate 

Waterloo volunteer award… Robert got a bit teary talking 

‘This means more to me than if I’d been given the Victoria 
Cross’

Robert was expressing pride in the recognition that the group’s 
—

—



—
—

—

anyway, that they shrug off the government’s expectations that they 

things might be otherwise, and that they reject the government’s 

 

Many tenant activist projects have focused on developing ‘intentional 
relationships’ and ‘community building to fortify residents’ 

— —

housing to the estate’s south, is supportive of the redevelopment:

in a meeting that he thinks the redevelopment ‘will be a good thing for 
the area’ and that he is ‘looking forward to it’ [Field notes, Waterloo 

being the only tenant who disagreed with the action group’s stance 



Robert told a story about nearly getting in ‘fisticuffs’ with 

aggressive, and it seemed the other guy was too… He talks 
about ‘the warrior’ in him coming out in these situations. 

Tim’s views fundamentally conflicted with the action group’s 

do not oppose the redevelopment challenges the residents’ 
subjectivities through presenting a divergence in this notion of ‘we’ 

— —the group’s actions. 

 Constructing the ‘other’

In addition to construction the ‘we’—
—construction of the ‘other’ is critical for constituting shared 

—
—

‘polarisation’ of political identities emerges through protest, Death 



—
—

attention to the ways in which activists construct the ‘other’. 

For the action group, this ‘other’ is generally identified as the NSW 

members speak frequently of ‘the government’ as the source of their 

—
—

Joanne said ‘[Premier] Baird’s decision making was just all 
bad.’ [Field notes, action group meeting, 28 February 2017]

John… asked ‘why aren’t we putting more effort into getting 
rnment? Of Gladys?’ [Field notes, action 

however, complicated by those actors’ efforts to deflect responsibility. 

—

—
—

— —



—

—

factor… no one is ever quite sure who they’re tal

be lobbying? It’s apparent to me that the group doesn’t 

around a vague ‘they’—
departments, agencies, staff and politicians. This ‘they’ was the object 

to specify who ‘they’ referred to. Members of the group at times were 

The action group’s construction of these government agencies as the
‘other’ was further complicated by efforts to construct these agencies 
as neutral ‘partners’ in the redevelopment process:

a ‘participant’ in the engagement process and not the leader. 



Here, the Government’s representative is attempting to frame the 

At times, the action group’s anger and attention was also targeted 

hypothetical ‘others’ who exist only in the abstract, rather than a 
concrete ‘other’ towards which resistance can be directed. Residents 
use a vague notion of ‘they’ to refer to incoming gentrifying 
households: ‘They’ll all be rich international students’ [Corinne, field 
notes, action group meeting, 14 March 2017] and ‘they’re subsuming 
our community’ [Joanne, field notes, action group meeting, 14 March 
2017]. (This ‘they’— —

resistance, however, this ‘they’ is slippery and evasive, 

potential for reminding us that ‘the state’ is comprised of individual 

8.5 Conclusion



negative force, a movement that says ‘no’. Instead, resistance appears 

governmentalities, Dean’s analytics has generally been applied to 

— —

Understanding this not merely as a ‘failing’ of resistance but as a 

—

—
—



 

  



 

 



 



 

group in practicing resistance. I apply the notion of ‘counter conduct’ 

. ‘Counter conduct’ refers not to 

—‘alter conduct’ rather 
than ‘anti conduct’ 

I want to see what comes to light when we understand the residents’ 
—

—
—



rationalities and the presence of a power that conducts citizens’ 
conduct. Further, given claims to a ‘post political’ era, which sees 

, questions about how to ‘do’ resistance are incre

9.1 Counter-conduct

Foucault’s work—

—
. These specific resistances had as their objective ‘wanting to be 

conducted differently, towards other objectives…through other 
procedures and methods’ . ‘Counter
conduct’, then, is not about global struggles or revolution, it ref

—

reactive, he argues there exists an ‘immediate and founding 
correlation’ between conduct and counter



‘anti authority’ struggles but struggles which assert the individual’s 
right to be different, which struggle against the ‘government of 
individualisation’, which struggle against regimes of knowledge, and 

question ‘who are we?’ 

secondary literature refer to ‘governmentality’ both as a thing in 
— —

government, I approach ‘counter conduct’ as both a 

conduct is its ‘breadth’: it politicises the 

encouraging scholars to step outside the ‘dilemma of being for or 
against’ (



‘insufficiently transformative’ 

—
that appears far from ‘revolutionary’ 

resistance can bring to light the ways in which resistance ‘excludes, 
ignores, privileges’, despite aiming for horizontality 

It does not hold ‘total revolution’ as an 
conduct might, for example, ‘mould 

subjectivities’, but it does not determine particular forms of action 

‘post political’ city/state, for example by Rosol 

consensus. Rosol’s use of a counter

of ‘ ’ which was used to guide the conduct of Polish 

—



we can avoid the ‘heroification’ of 

‘
status’ to people engaged

‘counter conduct’ approach, Murray Li in her ethnography of 
governmentality refuses to position those resisting as ‘heroes 

utside’ but rather draws on her 

formed within power’s matrices (2007, p. 29).  
heroification can also help direct attention toward ‘less spectacular’ 
and ‘more subtle’ forms —

—

makes a governmentality approach ‘fruitful and interesting’ 

furthering a ‘hegemonic and all pervasive’ understanding of 

9.2 Objectives

—



However, establishing the group’s goals were the source of a great 

said, ‘taking on the government would be a 
disadvantage, we’re in a position to negotiate. They know 

can get’. John said again, pretty emphatically, that he 
doesn’t want to negotiate, he doesn’t wan
redevelopment: ‘I’m not prepared to compromise. I am 
totally opposed to the redevelopment.’ [Field notes, action 

the ‘official’ tenant group (a more ‘pragmatic’ approach) or to continue 

—
—represented a capitulation to the government’s strategy, as I 

Joanne said ‘We’ve laid down and rolled over a bit… This 
community has been here for years, it shouldn’
change due to the greed of developers and politicians… we 
need to fight for the whole estate’.

John agreed with Joanne, saying ‘We need to keep fighting. 
I’m all for fighting. No redevelopment at all’. 

Joanne challenged the group: ‘I thought we were here to 
defend the community’s right to stay here, we need to be 

stop them knocking the buildings down.’ [Field notes, action 

group’s leader, proclaimed that his two priorities were negotiating 



Corinne and Joanne disagreed firmly with Robert’s stance, arguing 

Corinne: ‘Selling anything off is a bad idea—once it’s gone, 
it's gone forever. If there’s more public housing then 
everyone can live here. We should be just saying “don't sell 
it”. Income
invaluable’. 

Joanne: ‘We’ve been sitting on our backsides doing nothing. 
That’s why I joined this group, to make clear that we won’t 

looking at leases, you’ve already lost. For the Indigenous 
—

housing is our first priority.’ [Field

is the Occupy movement’s refusal to issue 

—

conducts are ‘deeply interpenetrated’ with the forms of 

—
—



strive for something more ‘realistic’ by 

notion of certain actions as ‘realistic’ or ‘pragmatic’ can be seen here 

‘realistic’ while others seemed (to certain action group members, at 

conducts approach might help to ‘escape 
of merely being for or against’ 

resistance as much broader than simply ‘saying no’. But what this 

9.3 Opposition or participation 

— —

remember in the beginning he said that he’d negotiated for 
s, but you know that’s right out of 

However ‘tired and reductive’ 

‘Leapfrogging’ is the name given to the planned redevelopment strategy in



Government’s consultation program was a necessity to have their 

‘Why are you bothering to be involved in community 

redevelopment?’ [Matthew, Field notes, action group 

I’m not sure why we need consultation given we don’t want

can fuck off!’ [John, Field notes, action group meeting, 21 

interested in centring and prioritising current tenants’ perspectives 



system in this way, that she would prefer to be a ‘punk 
operator’, a stirrer ou

It doesn’t seem clear yet whether these things have been 

about this, she hasn’t yet seen the documentation, and it will 

wouldn’t just be creating a wish list, we wouldn’t just be 
saying ‘I wish’. Beth thinks that it sounds worthwhile, 

John said emphatically ‘no’. He feels that the cost of losing 
independence is far too high, they’d have to sign 

freely. ‘I have no trust whatsoever in these people 
government], legally they can set you up. It’s like entering 
the devil’s lair, crossing to their side. You’ll get chained in a 
box, they’ll get their way.’

n’t be 



The crux of the group’s challenge was that being inside the process 

residents’ voices into the masterplanning process itself looks, in this 

The group’s hopes for participating in the masterplanning process 

strongly with residents’ views. The masterplan is a highly technocratic 

Ultimately, the consortium’s tender bid was not select

—

attending the government’s meetings such as the Waterloo 



Wednesdays. Simon said ‘we need to attend, otherwise we 

agree to what they’ve already planned to do. But we must 
attend, otherwise we have nothing’. 

Catriona responded: ‘we need to be careful we don’t get 
week but can’t 

pulling everyone from one issue to another’.

imacy; ‘should we refuse to attend so 
that they can’t claim to have been consultative?’ No one 

—

actions might be: would they ‘have nothing’ if they did not participate, 
as Simon suggested, or were they ‘giving them legitimacy’ as Connie 

argues that a broad ‘pragmatic turn’ took place following the 1980s in 

referred to as the ‘post political city’ . The ‘post political’ 

government inevitably become a key factor in citizens’ understanding 

tenants’ very subjectivities are at stake. Being cast as irresponsible 



citizenship, worried they’ll be seen as ‘ratbag’ tenants. 

—
into the ‘halls of power’ suggest a conferring

group’s leader, often described getting in the ‘corridors of government’ 
—

—

as the Land and Housing Corporation’s Community Engagement 

particular course of action and remain true to that ‘side’.

9.4 Representation

‘outside’ power. These 

that it would ‘be interesting 
to see’ how various insurrections have effects upon revolutionary 
processes themselves, ‘how they were contr
and what was their specificity, form and internal law of development’ 

—



ng ‘just oppressive’ as governmental relations, but to 

range of relations, including settings without ‘straightforward 
dualities’ 

— he group’s chair, an older, straight white 
—

There was lots of ranting again from Robert today. He’s 

oday’s meeting was much like any another: 
Robert ranting… We start the meeting with Corinne 

—
and in particular that of Robert, the group’s leader. However, I think 

Robert’s seeming instabilities and shortcomings as a leader, his white, 

—
—



ren’t doing enough to claim their rights. He 
said ‘if I was an Aboriginal person I’d be out there protesting 
every day’. [Field notes, action group meeting, 20 June 

Robert’s behaviour here created a new mode of conduct within the 

attempt to achieve ‘horizontality’ as a means 
of producing ‘less hierarchical’ structures 

—

—

tenant advocacy. Further, the group’s work to bring the 

Catriona pushed back against the dominance of Robert’s voice within 

leading the process. Catriona said: ‘There has been no 



—as always’. Robert responded: ‘I don’t 
are’. He seemed to 

completely miss Catriona’s point. [Field notes, action group 

Catriona’s voicing of concerns about voice and the reproduction of 

group after Robert referred to her as ‘a mouse’, claiming that she failed 

Robert’s ‘racist and sexist’ conduct in an email that was shared with 

Again, I feel that Robert’s behaviour here with regards to Joanne is 

—
—

in place to work through how to determine the group’s stance on these 
—

In the previous section, I described the group’s struggles with a 

—



personally. I think it’s really damaging to put things 

isn’t. 

—
—

—
—

notion of the ‘99%’, which guided consensus

—

‘solidarity’ through group consensus, and the lack of mechanisms for 

—

9.5 Conclusion 

group’s activities from its 



members’ own subjectivities such that imagining how to act otherwise 

meant that action group members felt compelled to ‘pick a side’ and 

altogether, or to merely set more ‘achievable’ goals, such as advocating 

movements ‘outside’ of the influenc

—
—



 

—

—

might be described as ‘technologies of the self’, ‘technologies of 
citizenship’ , or as Dean calls them, ‘technologies 
of agency’ —
‘technologies of citizenship’—



—

, ‘good neighbour’ charters 

these programs as ‘technologies of citizenship’ sees the
as unquestionably ‘good’ (nor as necessarily bad) for tenants, but 

—

social housing tenancies have become ‘continuous and dynamic’ 
‘regulate 

themselves’ 

—
‘opportunity’ for residents. 



—
—

10.1 Resident participation at 
Waterloo 

component of the NSW Government’s redevelopment project at 

redevelopment, and that the Government would ‘support tenants to 
engage’ in the consultation program 

—
—

forums designed to build residents’ capacity to engage with the 

‘planning for non planners’, ‘density and how to do it well’, universal 
—



—

—

noted that there is already some ‘gen

are already tired, and the intensive visioning hasn’t even 
started yet.’  [Field notes, Waterloo Redevelopment Group, 



part of the ‘visioning’ process to provide a mechanism for capturing 

Let’s Talk Waterloo
, which outlined their findings about residents’ vision for 

masterplan prepared three ‘options’ for the estat

A further series of workshops was then held, to solicit residents’ views 

10.2 Capacity building and 
resistance 

unpacking programs such as ‘capacity building’. Capacity building 

of citizenship which ‘(re)produce citizens capable of governing 
themselves’ 
empowering in order realise this ability. Cruikshank’s work using a 

h to understanding the US Government’s 

programs that ‘work upon and through the capacities of citizens to act 
on their own’ 

Using Foucault’s notion of governing as the ‘conduct of conduct’ and 
following Cruikshank’s work on technologies of citizenship, McKee 
and Cooper (2008) examine the ‘capacity building’ process—

—

tenants into the ‘proper conduct’ of a housing professional, 
‘conditioning tenants to apply their local knowledge within the 
existing institutional architecture of housing’ 

. Tenant training occupies a ‘dual function’: in addition to 



—
—

public housing estate in Sydney’s south west was ‘threatened and 
colonised’ by the ‘neoliberal urban governance regime’ 

—
—

— —

—
Government’s terms. Capacity building, rather than advocacy

—
—



 

workshop on ‘social mix’, I sat next to Emma, 

Emma said to me: ‘This is all just about telling us how to 
nk. They assume we can’t think for ourselves, that we 

need to be taught how to do it’ [Field notes, capacity building 

Emma’s emphasis on the notion of 

—

‘masterplanning process’ and the principles of urban design, the 

—

At times, such as in the ‘planning for non planners’ workshop that I 
—



deliver ‘appropriate’ consultation for the residents, the capacity 

place on the Government’s terms—

esidents’ ways of knowing, the residents were required to 

— —

seeing residents consider themselves to be ‘experts’ participating in 



notes, ‘[Professor Ife] was talking about the need to 

ask questions about its purpose, what it means’ [Field notes, Action 

— —

hat it was ‘important we show up, to show 

a say’ [Simon, Field notes, action group meeting, 15 August 2017]. 
They were concerned, it appeared, that if they didn’t participate in the 

input. Though many of them did not want to be told ‘how to think’, 
they feared that if they did not speak the Government’s langu

10.3 Consensus and 
co-optation 

concerned about the ‘risks’ of being involved in official processes of 
—

—

as by those exploring the notion of the ‘post political city’. 



’s 

led ‘community building’ programs are representative of attempts to 
‘de emphasise’ tenant activism through promoting a consensus

—
Sydney’s south west which formed the focus of Darcy and Rogers’ 

—the tenants’ advocacy group was steered away from traditional 

communication from the tenants’ group to a ‘community reference 
group’ 

Corporation as ‘partners’ or ‘stakeholders’ in the process of 

ed his organisation as a ‘participant’ [Field notes, Waterloo 

—
—works to depoliticise the Government’s stake in the 

‘participants’ in the project. Framing both residents and the 
government as ‘partners’ in the process—

—
relations relevant to Waterloo’s redevelopment. F
residents as ‘stakeholders’ serves to obscure any sense that they might, 



—
people have burning issues they’re concerned about, but
nature of the engagement process makes them feel that it’s 

framework doesn’t provide any detail on this. [Field notes, 

ways to funnel residents’ perspectives and dissent into a 

and Housing Corporation document which outlined ‘negotiable’ and 
‘non negotiable’ aspects of the redevelopment.

 

redeveloped site, a piece of butcher’s paper was pinned to one wall of 

—

—

This document was referred to as the ‘negotiables’ list during WRG meetings. It 

‘negotiable’ and ‘non negotiable’ aspects of the redevelopment than a table 
providing clarification in response to residents’ questions about the 



In a workshop as part of the ‘visioning’ stage of the program, focused 

asked ‘what happens if the community doesn’t want to sell the land?’ 

thing that could be ‘parked’ on the butcher’s paper, and wrote 
‘residents might not want land sold’ on the butcher’s paper. There was, 
I note in my field notes, ‘no further discussion about opposition to 
privatisation’, and the discussion returned 

— —
residents raised issues that didn’t fit neatly with the questions that the 

them on these pieces of butcher’s paper. It was never explained when 

determined. Dare [the group’s chair], in an attempt to 
‘include a 

glossary so that everyone understands the terms’—
though the problem was that Emma couldn’t understand the 

‘Words are chosen, and chosen for a reason. They can be 
used persuasively, and sometimes deceptively’. Donna, a 

—
—

a ‘hatred for certain words’ but cautioned against ‘wasting 
time’ focusing on language. This sentiment about time 

—
contentious issue. Emma responded to Donna: ‘We don’t 



they're being used. Words matter!’. The chair then asked 

our ‘language choices matter’, and to consider the inclusion 

— —

Terms of Reference, to ‘work collaboratively’, and to ‘listen to and 

compromises accordingly’. Inviting residents into this space 

were rarely discussed, as they were often deemed ‘outside the scope’ 
of the meeting or not within the group’s terms of reference. 
‘Consensus’, then, emerges as a technology for managing conflict 

—

—

—
Government’s engagement strategy, ‘their 

own decisions and choices’ 
—

10.4 Activism and government 
support

‘
’



overnment’s 

might provide support for the action group’s activities. In my field 
notes, I described the outrage of Robert, the group’s cha
Government’s failure to provide funds for assisting tenants with legal 

I can’t help but 

—
Government is who they are fighting against! I’m not sure 

residents wouldn’t even accept legal assistance 



—
—

— —

government ‘by no means erase[s] tensions’ within social movements 

A decision around securing a space to serve as the action group’s base 

community room in which many of the Government’s engagement 
events were held, and the ‘Waterloo Connect’ offices 

them vulnerable to waiting for the Government’s ‘permission’ to 

—

governing was ‘trying to delay them’ [Robert, field notes, action group 



group had lost the ‘headstart’ that they h

workshops and forums. The group’s leaders began to back
undertaking too many ‘alternative’ consultation events, noting by 

2017 that they were observing ‘general fatigue amongst the 
community…people are already tired of it’ [

— —

‘replicate’— —

of activities looked to me more like the NSW Government’s capacity 

exercises that were not the group’s main focus and which served as a 

—
—



to community groups. These might appear to be ‘pragmatic’ moves, 

—

—

— —

number of strategies to render the tenants’ struggle knowable and 

— —in the residents’ cause. The action 

Government’s redevelopment project as well as against these efforts 

Government’s terms in order to be well



10.5 Conclusion

to dismiss empowerment as ‘bad’ nor to put it on a 

communities. As Cruikshank notes, the point is to ‘[hold] the will to 

ises and its dangers to light’ 

e residents’ capacity to take responsibility for their own 

technologies, and by the ‘support’ it received from Government 

—

—

—
—



—

 

 

  



   

  



 

Today’s performance was clever, funny, and moving. It was 
—

—Catriona’s dog Finnegan was a star, and the 

that were served at the Minister’s barbecue
—

—

In 2017, the tenants of Waterloo’s public housing were invited to 

—
—

‘rehearsals for the revolution’ 



articulations of residents’ thinking on this subject that I came across 

unchangeable ‘system’ were artic

ight have fallen short of the medium’s aims 
to ‘rehearse the revolution’. Instead, I suggest they may have served to 

11.1 Theatre of the Oppressed

Boal, is to offer ‘tools for liberation’ 

— he called his method ‘a rehearsal of 
revolution’. Boal appeared to see his methods as tools that could be 

opportunity to ‘experiment’ with problem

‘jokers’, who in this

changed to alter the outcome. The jokers’ task is to ‘both support and 
provoke’ 

about how protagonists’ actions could be altered and to come on stage 
to ‘substitute’ into the role of the protagonist to replay the scene with 



‘spect actors’, encouraging them to actively think and perform, 

power available to them, presenting a conception of ‘the oppressed’ as 

when considered in relation to Waterloo residents’ 

11.2 The performance

A character called ‘Miss Information’ appears, and tries to distract 

Minister and ‘Miss Information’. 



engagement staff. The staff failed to answer any of the residents’ 

with the government’s jargon to ‘help our communications’. 

to which they would be ‘relocated’. There was a sense of powerlessness 
this scene, with residents noting that they ‘don’t have a choice’ 

focused on the residents’ reaction to these events. The government’s 

government’s actions, bringing humour into the portrayal. 

haracters’ actions might be changed to 

11.3 A revolution within limits

—
and others were not open for alteration. This is consistent with Boal’s 

would be ‘idealistic’ to attempt to change the attitudes and actions of 
s is placed on ‘changing 



ourselves’ in order to effect change ’

could be transformed would be for the residents’ characters to 

‘replay’, the e

characters’ actions could be changed because they had agency to stand 

Österlind notes that ‘the thought, or illusion, 
that our problems are personal is part of the general oppression’ 

—

— —

11.4 Therapy or resistance?

‘rehearsal for the revolution’, or whether it has become merely a tool 
’

Boal developed his methods while working with ‘illiterate farmers’ and 



‘oppressed peasants’ in rural Brazil and Peru 

transpose this ‘third world aesthetic of resistance’ into a ‘first world 
help’ 

a ‘self help’ nature. 

individuals, and emphasised working on the individual’s capacity to 

—

— —

squarely upon the shoulders of the ‘oppressed’. The audience was 
—

the ‘problem’ (the problem being the redevelopment) and, therefore, 
that the solution lies with amending the tenants’ behaviour.

—
—



11.5 Individuals over institutions

that Theatre of the Oppressed ‘works to explore 
options at the moment of discrimination’ rather than looking for 

members were invited to identify how the residents’ conduct might be 

reduced the challenges facing Waterloo’s public 
—

—

‘preserves the impression that it is corrupt or 

’

(O’Sullivan, 2001). It works to limit possibilities for tenants to 

—
—



11.6 The oppressed/oppressor 
dyad

Central to Boal’s method are the binary protagonist/ant

within Boal’s format must fit into these subject positions. These 
—

the antagonists’ behaviour is not up for

oppression is ‘clear cut’: ‘antagonists have power, protagonists do not’ 

In the play’s second scene, the community development worker is

government. The residents’ questions raise in volume

—
—



community’s knowledge of planning and development concepts—

branch that is ostensibly ‘non government’ but that uses technologies 

community’s needs to the government, advocating fo
—

—
—

‘the state’ but is diffused throughout society, a net



Turning Towers’
the ‘oppressor’ subject position meant that the role that such workers 

the ‘complex underlying unity’ that exists between these subject roles 
(O’Sullivan, 2001

reinforces a perception of power as a thing that may be ‘possessed’ by 

to be ‘oppressors’ in one situation may be oppressed in another. In 

11.7 Conclusion 

Since the Government’s announcement of the project, the residents of 



—

—

—

but that ‘freedom’ is not the absence of constraint but rather an 

likewise ‘structure’ is not a pre

—

depicted ‘structure’ as an immoveable, 



residents that there is a ‘system’ within which resides power, and 

of power, but also makes them feel as though the ‘system’ is out of 

—

’s approach to 

the concept that ‘everything is possible; it only depends on you’ is just 
that ‘everything depends on the structures; 

you can’t do anything’ 
either mean that change is wholly contingent on the individual’s 

suming that change relies entirely on altering one’s 



 

  



 

 
  



 

 

  



 

 



 

 

This question is not so much something I aimed to ‘answer’ through 

—
—

 

 

 

 



 

‘social mix’ policies. Though it is important to recognise the 

12.1 Key findings and 
contributions

—

 

The redevelopment of Waterloo emerges in its relation to the ‘global 
city’. Through its designation as a State Significant Precinct, the 

redevelopment as achieving ‘social mix’. 



 

abstractions allow Waterloo’s phy

and resistance: ‘truth is linked in a circular 

effects of power which it induces and which extend it’ 

aspects of Waterloo’s spatial form. The governmental technology of 
the ‘masterplan’ emerges as a way of rendering

either belonging to the ‘safety net group’—a sort of ‘deserving poor’ 

—or as belonging to the ‘opportunity 
group’, and therefore being insufficiently self

‘ ’



 

re all participants, or ‘stakeholders’. Such 
—

learn to understand the ‘problems’ of Waterloo from the standpoint of 

political was also evident in the Government’s support for 

relation between the two ‘sides’. These strategies of providing support 

—

Waterloo’s problems issues of the arrangement of things in space, of 



 

 

‘social cleansing’—

segment of the ‘global arc’ but as a home place, a local neighbourhood 

Bearing witness to the Government’s actions at Waterloo became a 
critical component of the residents’ action around the redevelopment. 

humanity and a practice of ‘monitory democracy’ (Rogers, 2013) in 

Government’s actions to go unquestioned. 

the physical redevelopment of Waterloo’s housing, but are connected 



 

‘troublemaker’ subjectivity that they were so eager to refute. They 

challenging to resist as it does not merely say ‘no’ but presents a field 

Similar struggles were present in the action group’s ongoing battles 

—

dissent, to produce ‘consensus’ and to hear tenant perspectives on the 
Government’s terms. The action group was unable to resolve the 

‘inside the room’, or better to maintain independence and remain 

The action group, in attempts to perform the ‘responsible citizen’ 

—



 

refusal to ‘sanctify’ resistance (Foucault, 2004b, p. 202) is a helpful 

—

—



 

—
—

12.2 Theoretical contribution

 

‘analytics of protest’ to undertake an ‘analytics of 
resistance’ around the redevelopment of Waterloo. Using the same 

governmental practice embraces Foucault’s conceptualisation of 

Resistance to the redevelopment was not merely about saying ‘no’ to 

—



 

‘no’ to th —

does not merely say ‘no’, but produces and wields 

 

forms of resistance that don’t aim for total revolution nor to dismiss 



 

action group’s question
overnmental programs, and around the action group’s struggles with 

— —

 

—
—

governmentality studies upon discourses of rule ‘poses problems’ for 
‘micro level’ and 

the ‘lived experience of subjection’ (McKee, 2009, p. 474). By using a 



 

, specific futures and a vision of ‘the system’ 

—
—

government’s 

 



 

 

—
—

I agree with O’Malley et al. (1997) in 

That is, it is a problem of the framework’s 

—

—



 

—

—

12.3 Reflections on methodology 

—

—which I and others such as O’Malley et al. 
—

‘conduct an ascending analysis of power, starting from its 
infinitesimal mechanisms’ 

—



 

— —

—

ps exacerbate tenants’ fatigue 

correspond, as Gillan and Pickerill put it, to a ‘box on the form’ 
in my university’s ethics

—



 

12.4 The contributions of this 
work 

My task here was to ‘make power visible and accountable’ 

—

— —

I have used ‘counter conduct’ to understand the practice of resisting a 

— —

—
—

channel it into ‘consensus’. While others have explored this notion of 
‘technologies of citizenship’, few have done as I h



 

—
—

12.5 Future avenues for enquiry 

—
—

‘social movement studies’ (which remains an important but largely 



 

—
—

 



 



 

action’s groups hopes or demands have been realised. 

estate’s south

opportunity for feedback and input on the ‘preferred’ Masterplan. The 

f the Department of Planning’s 



 

 



 

The City’s plan is significantly less dense than the NSW Government’s 

of the release of the City’s plan—
Government’s plan is submitted for planning approval—

to the group’s unravelling in great detail. My concern around this 
speaks to ethical challenges mentioned earlier which ‘do not have a 

form’ 

set out by my university’s ethics guidelines, my more intuitive 

seriously hindering the group’s 
—

— —



 

the Government’s activities around Waterloo. I observed only a 

group’s meetings. After the conflict was largely resolved, we felt 

resistance to neoliberalism: is it ‘useless to revolt’?

advice that tells them ‘what is to be done’ —
that they ‘no longer 

know what to do’ 
confident my analysis here has done work to erode some ‘self
evidences’ 

assistance with the question of ‘what should be done’. 

say ‘I found X, therefore we should do Y’ or ‘my research shows that
we will get to B if we first pass through A’. I have, in my life outside 

which ‘impact and outcomes’ are always the driving imperatives 



 

scholarship: ‘so what?’. 

of resistance: I certainly don’t think, as I realise I tended to at the 

—

—

‘People do revolt. That is a fact’ 
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Programmes of empowerment and responsibilisation are increasingly being 
deployed in the management of problematised populations such as social hous-
ing residents, welfare recipients and the homeless (Cruikshank, 1999). Such 
programmes have led welfare agencies to transform themselves from provid-
ing support services to implementing disciplinary strategies to responsibilise 
recipients (Schram et al., 2010), and housing agencies to shift from a focus 
on managing properties to managing the behaviour of their tenants (Flint, 
2002; Franklin and Clapham, 1997). Foucault’s work has proven useful in 
bringing to light the paradoxical effects of empowerment programmes, espe-
cially in demonstrating the ways in which empowerment and participation 
programmes can have regulatory, as well as liberatory, effects (Cruikshank, 
1999; McKee, 2011) and how they are implicated in an increasingly disci-
plinary approach to managing tenants, focused on responsibility rather than 
rights (Flint, 2004). Foucault’s understanding of power as ‘everywhere’ has 
also helped researchers unpick the rhetoric around empowerment, reminding 
us that subjects cannot be liberated from power relations through participa-
tion in empowerment programmes (McKee, 2007).

Foucauldian approaches have been applied to explore the types of engage-
ment and participation processes common to neoliberal governance, as well as 
responsibiliation programmes. In this article, I apply a Foucauldian approach 
to an empowerment programme delivered in a space between government 
and citizens – the third sector. I consider what comes to light when we look 
at ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ through a Foucauldian lens, using this to pull 
apart some questions relating to power, resistance and subjectivity that arise 
from a community performance.

This article focuses on a theatre production staged in Waterloo, in the 
state of New South Wales, Australia. Waterloo, in inner city Sydney, is home 
to one of the state’s largest remaining inner-city public housing estates, with 
around 2,200 apartments. The estate is subject to a redevelopment pro-
gramme, which will see the existing buildings demolished, the land leased to 
private developers and new residential development that will be 70% private 
housing. While density increases will allow for most residents to be relocated 
to new community housing on site, the redevelopment involves upheaval for 
residents. Previous research has demonstrated the significant and multiple 
impacts that residents experience even in redevelopment projects that allow 
them to return to a nearby neighbourhood, including lowered perceptions 
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of safety and security (Clampet-Lundquist, 2010), severed social ties (Clam-
pet-Lundquist, 2004), disruption of a ‘shared project of living’ (Manzo et al., 
2008), and cultural and political displacement (Hyra, 2015). Many incum-
bent residents of redeveloped areas are likely to experience displacement even 
in instances where they remain physically in place (Davidson, 2009).

Residents of Waterloo have engaged in several projects to resist the rede-
velopment, including a number of artistic projects and the formation of an 
action group, aiming to call attention to their displacement and to prevent 
the demolition of their homes. My ethnographic research has identified that 
residents have struggled consistently with the question of whether or not they 
have any power to affect change through resistance.

The theatre production that this article focuses on was called Tumbling 
Towers,1 and was put on by local residents in partnership with a local com-
munity service organisation and a local theatre group that works with mar-
ginalised communities. The two performances followed an eight-week series 
of workshops in which participants learnt about the production format –  
Theatre of the Oppressed – and shared stories, wrote a script and rehearsed 
scenes. The participants were residents of public housing, most of whom lived 
on the Waterloo estate; however, a few participants lived in public housing 
elsewhere nearby.

Theatre of the Oppressed is intended as a framework for activism in the-
atre (Schutzman, 1990), aiming not just to deliver stories of the oppressed, but 
to engage actors and the audience in creating solutions and interventions that 
could alleviate oppression, improve situations and empower the oppressed. 
Its creator, Augusto Boal, wanted his method to be considered more than 
just theatre and performance – he called his method ‘a rehearsal of revolu-
tion’ (Dwyer, 2007; Schutzman, 1990; Snyder-Young, 2011) and expected 
the method would offer participants ‘tools for liberation’ (Österlind, 2008). 
Boal saw his methods as tools that could be drawn upon by marginalised com-
munities to develop and improve strategies of resistance and to recruit others 
through involvement in performances. Theatre of the Oppressed is intended 
to be an opportunity to ‘experiment’ with problem-solving on individual, 
group and societal levels (Österlind, 2008: 73).

There are two acts to a Theatre of the Oppressed play: the initial perfor-
mance of a scripted play, and the reply, which involves interventions and is 
interactive. The format involves two ‘jokers’, who in the Tumbling Towers per-
formance were staff from a local theatre company, who ask the actors to replay 
the scenes from the first act, then invite input from the audience about how 
each scene could be changed to alter the outcome. The jokers’ task is to ‘both 
support and provoke’ (Österlind, 2008: 77), encouraging the audience to come 
up with alternative actions that could be taken by protagonists to improve out-
comes from particular confrontations or instances of discrimination. Audience 
members are invited to share suggestions about how protagonists’ actions could 
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be altered and to come on stage to ‘substitute’ into the role of the protagonist 
to replay the scene with their suggested amendments. The purpose here is to 
bring the audience into the play, transforming them from passive observers to 
‘spect-actors’, encouraging them to actively think and perform, coming up with 
possible solutions to the problems presented by the play.

Tumbling Towers made use of Theatre of the Oppressed not simply to 
present a story of oppression and domination but to work through ways of 
resolving the difficulties faced by residents, apparently providing them with 
tools to overthrow their oppression. However, as I argue throughout this 
article, Theatre of the Oppressed relies on a dichotomous understanding of 
subject positions and the power available to them, relying on a conception 
of ‘the oppressed’ as powerless while simultaneously requiring them to be 
responsible for changing an apparently intractable status quo. This framing is 
particularly salient when considered against the backdrop of residents’ doubts 
about whether resistance could achieve change. In this article, I explore the 
ways in which a Foucauldian viewpoint might help us unveil the contradic-
tions and shortcomings of Theatre of the Oppressed. I use Foucauldian under-
standings of subjectivity, power and resistance to help shed light on the ways 
in which Tumbling Towers may have fallen short of its promise as a ‘rehearsal 
for the revolution’ – and to examine how it may have served to reify residents’ 
perceptions that they are struggling against an immutable structure. Tum-
bling Towers, despite its liberatory intentions, reified some of the paralysing 
structures that residents are finding themselves butting up against in trying 
to resist the redevelopment of their estate.

In the section that follows, I explain the key elements of the Foucauldian 
perspective that I adopt throughout.

Power, for Foucault, is everywhere: it is ‘always already there’, and one can 
never be ‘outside’ power (Foucault, 1988: 141). It is distributed through a 
‘net-like organisation’ and is the force behind every social relation (Foucault, 
1988: 98).

This conceptualisation of power as omnipresent need not be seen as pes-
simistic, as Foucault drew upon a conception of power that was productive, 
rather than repressive (Foucault, 2002: 120). He argued that power should not 
be seen as a force that says ‘no’, but rather one which produces things: effects, 
subjectivities, actions (Foucault, 2002: 120). His interest in power’s capacity 
to produce particular forms of actions and behaviour led him to focus in partic-
ular on governing as the ‘conduct of conduct’ – that is, governance as a process 
which, through structuring the field of possible actions of others (Foucault, 
1982: 790), elicits particular kinds of actions from subjects without force.
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A key departure from other theories of power is perhaps that, for Fou-
cault, power functions as a verb rather than a noun: it is conceptualised as 
an action or a capacity, rather than a structure. Heller argues that Foucault 
came to see power (and resistance) as a capacity – as the ability to create social 
change (Heller, 1996). This conceptualisation has implications for the type of 
questions it gives rise to: for Foucault, argue Kendall and Wickham (Kendall 
and Wickham, 1999), the most relevant question is not asking what power is 
but rather how it works.

Although he explicitly discussed resistance far less frequently than he 
addressed questions of power, resistance was also central to Foucault’s analyt-
ics. Foucault did not see power as anything essentially different from resis-
tance – rather, he saw power and resistance as two forms of the same thing 
(Heller, 1996: 99). Foucault saw both power and resistance as being trans-
formative capacity, different only as they are exercised by subjects occupying 
different subject positions: power exercised by those in subject positions with 
more techniques of power at their disposal, and resistance exercised by those 
occupying subject positions with fewer techniques of power available to them 
(Heller, 1996: 99). Foucault argues that resistance is a potential response to 
every exercise of power, the opposite (though certainly not always equal) force 
responding to every power relation: as soon as there is a power relation, there 
is the possibility of resistance (Foucault, 1989: 153). Heller also notes that 
Foucault did not imbue this transformative capacity with any kind of value 
judgement: power (and so, too, resistance) is neither essentially good nor bad, 
as it is simply a capacity (Heller, 1996).

Despite the repeated appearance of ‘power’ in his work, Foucault notes 
that his interest in the concept stems primarily from his ongoing study of 
subjectification (Foucault, 1982: 778). Foucault becomes interested in power 
because all subjects, in his view, are situated in power relations that are con-
stitutive of the subject – subjects cannot exist without power and do not 
pre-exist power relations. Power, for Foucault, is defined as actions on others’ 
actions, and in this way it presupposes, rather than annuls, subjects’ capacity 
as agents (Gordon, 1991: 5).

Foucault says that power is everywhere and subjects are its vehicles (Fou-
cault, 1988: 98); however, he does not mean to imply that all subjects are 
equal vehicles for power or that they each have equal access to the techniques 
of power (Heller, 1996). Instead, he acknowledges that inequalities in power 
distribution exist, noting that some subject positions may be more powerful 
than others (that is, some positions may have greater access to the exercise of 
the techniques of power than others). Following Foucault, Heller describes the 
power exercised by those in the dominant positions as being hegemonic, and 
the power exercised by those in subject positions of lesser power (that is, with 
fewer or lesser techniques of power at their disposal) characterised as counter-
hegemony or resistance. Therefore, while Foucault relies on a conceptualisation 
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of power and resistance as the same type of force – transformative capacity – he 
did not conceive of power and resistance as indistinguishable, nor did he fail to 
see that power and resistance can have different effects (Heller, 1996).

This article draws on data collected through a year-long participant observa-
tion of resident actions around the Waterloo public housing estate renewal. 
I observed over 100 hours of community meetings, forums, workshops resi-
dent action group meetings and other events. I made detailed field notes of 
my observations in these sessions. I also undertook interviews with four key 
community members actively involved in organising opposition to the rede-
velopment.

This article focuses primarily on the theatre workshops and performances 
I observed as part of the Tumbling Towers programme. I participated in the 
workshops that were held in preparation for the performance. While consent 
was provided by the participants in the production, I was unable to secure 
permission from the theatre company that was facilitating the workshops and 
performance to observe the workshops as part of my research. Given the final 
performances were public, and were filmed and shared online, the theatre 
company provided consent for me to observe the performances. The reflec-
tions discussed in this article are drawn primarily from the field notes written 
after observing these performances, but I also draw upon the insights gained 
from the observations and interviews conducted in the broader ethnography.

I attended both performances of Tumbling Towers, taking extensive field 
notes throughout both performances. The performances were very similar, 
and though the specific details of the audience contributions varied slightly, 
they tended in fact to be most remarkable for the consistency across the two 
performances. The field notes taken during the performances include jottings 
about events and scenes in the play, and served as prompts for further field 
notes written after each performance. These notes, recorded immediately fol-
lowing the performance, reflected in particular on the use of the Theatre of 
the Oppressed format and the ways in which audience members handled the 
interventions.

My interest in the way that power and resistance were portrayed in this theatre 
event stemmed in part from the challenges I had observed amongst residents 
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of Waterloo as they worked to oppose the redevelopment of their neighbour-
hood.

Residents who were engaged in activism around the redevelopment were 
torn about how to engage in resistance. In particular, they struggled to resolve 
a question around whether to protest or to negotiate. For many members of 
the resident action group, participation in government processes seemed like 
capitulation, while, to others, negotiation and participation in government 
processes was the only way to achieve meaningful progress. The following 
excerpt from my field notes captures a discussion in an action group meeting 
in which these concerns were being discussed:

Simon said ‘we need to attend [the community engagement sessions], otherwise 
we have nothing. There could always be a trap, getting us to agree to what 
they’ve already planned to do. But we must attend, otherwise we have nothing.’

Catriona responded: ‘we need to be careful we don’t get caught negotiating on 
small things week to week but can’t see the big picture. [The Government] is 
pulling everyone from one issue to another.’

Then Corinne asked a question about whether by participating we are giving 
them legitimacy; ‘should we refuse to attend so that they can’t claim to have 
been consultative?’ No one really knew how to answer her question. (Field notes, 
Action group meeting, September 2017)

Many of the residents who believed that participation in government con-
sultation programmes was the best strategy appeared to believe that the 
residents were powerless to stop the redevelopment, and felt that negotiat-
ing for improved outcomes was the best the residents could hope for. Those 
who advocated for protest and refusal were concerned that participation in 
government engagement would be to concede that the redevelopment was 
inevitable:

Why are you bothering to be involved in community consultation at all if you 
are totally opposed to the redevelopment? (Bill, Action group meeting, February 
2017)

I’m not sure why we need consultation given we don’t want the redevelopment. 
They [the government representatives] can f**k off! [(Paul, Action group 
meeting, February 2017)

Of course, many residents oscillated between their positions: some weeks they 
would express a sense of powerlessness, while others they might be firm about 
their obligation to protest against the redevelopment. These questions about 
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how to engage in resistance and whether they might be able to change the 
system were at the core of the internal challenges faced by those engaged in 
activism. Throughout the remainder of this section, I draw on examples from 
the theatre event to explore these challenges. First, however, I will briefly 
describe the performance.

The play was in two acts, each with four scenes. In the first scene, residents 
were invited to a meeting at which the Minister announced the redevelop-
ment plans. The scene mimicked an actual community engagement meeting 
held in Waterloo in early 2016, including the language used at that event. 
The Minister provided very little information to residents but offered them a 
barbecue as a distraction. A character called ‘Miss Information’ appeared, and 
tried to distract residents using buzzwords and jargon.

In the second scene, a community developer worker attempted to provide 
the residents with information, but was unable to answer their questions.

The third scene saw a resident invited to a meeting with community 
engagement staff. The staff failed to answer any of the residents’ questions, 
instead providing a voluminous handbook about the redevelopment and 
requesting that the resident familiarise themselves with the government’s 
jargon to ‘help our communications’.

The final scene involved residents receiving letters about where they 
would be ‘relocated’ to. There was a sense of powerlessness in this scene, with 
residents noting that they ‘don’t have a choice’ about their future.

Each of these scenes broadly mirrored actual events at the estate, and 
focused on the residents’ reaction to these events. The government’s own lan-
guage from actual documents was used to satirise the government’s actions, 
bringing humour into the portrayal.

The second act involved a replay of each of these four scenes, but with 
the audience interventions. The Jokers invited audience members to suggest 
ways in which the characters’ actions might be changed to improve the out-
comes from the situation. Audience members who made suggestions were 
then invited on stage to replay the scene with the altered actions.

Theatre of the Oppressed focuses not only on telling the stories of the oppressed, 
but on creating an interactive space in which the audience is brought into the 
story as problem solvers, suggesting ways that the situation could be changed 
and improved. In an immediate replay of the initial performance, the jokers 
pause the action on stage, and prompt the audience to suggest how the actors 
could alter their behaviour to change the situation.
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In Tumbling Towers, these suggested interventions, without exception, 
relied on the characters representing the residents of Waterloo, but not those 
representing government employees and others, to change their behaviour. 
This was specified by the Jokers, who told the audience that they must assume 
that the antagonists could not change, and that only the characters represent-
ing Waterloo residents could act differently – the actions of the government 
staff, ministers and others were not open for alteration. This is consistent 
with Boal’s original method, in which the behaviour of the protagonists (the 
oppressed) could be altered but the behaviour of the antagonists (the oppres-
sors) could not (Snyder-Young, 2011). Boal cautioned that it would be ‘ide-
alistic’ to attempt to change the attitudes and actions of the oppressor, and 
so, therefore, the emphasis is placed on ‘changing ourselves’ in order to effect 
change (O’Sullivan, 2001: 89).

In Tumbling Towers, this framing presented a major problem for partici-
pants and audience – how to effect positive change in a broken system? In 
one scene, a group of residents tried to get information from a government 
staff member at a consultation event. The staff member promises that details 
will be forthcoming once further planning was completed. The Jokers paused 
the action and asked the audience for input, but noted that the actions of the 
bureaucrat were not to be altered. This meant that the only ways in which 
the situation could be transformed would be for the residents’ characters to 
rephrase their questions and push harder for information. In the ‘replay’, the 
effect of this was paralysing, with the residents continually changing their 
behaviour, adopting bureaucratic language, trying to beat the government at 
their own game, but with the system stacked against them. Thus, while the 
purpose was to demonstrate that characters’ actions could be changed because 
they had agency to stand and act against a dysfunctional system, the effect 
was almost the opposite of what was intended, with the characters running up 
against an immoveable, intractable system no matter how they changed their 
actions. Österlind notes that ‘the thought, or illusion, that our problems are 
personal is part of the general oppression’ (Österlind, 2008: 80) – bringing 
to mind the way in which Foucault argued that governmentalities are perva-
sive and work through the desires and freedoms of subjects. By reifying this 
notion that oppression stems solely from – and its solution lies solely in – the 
personal, Tumbling Towers nullified a resistance that could radically reinvent 
or reimagine the system. Instead, it (perhaps unintentionally) presented a sys-
tem as unproblematic and unchangeable, offering up only individual behav-
iour as a means to improve social outcomes.

This problem does not appear to be unique to Tumbling Towers, and has 
been identified by others in critiquing Theatre of the Oppressed as a means of 
articulating or imagining resistance. Edkvist, providing critical input regard-
ing a Theatre of the Oppressed production, notes that participants ‘try to deal 
with the situations in the small scale, to change [their] actions within the 
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structures rather than targeting the structures themselves’ (quoted in Öster-
lind, 2008: 79). Edkvist notes that emphasising the ways in which social 
problems and oppression are not merely personal but are ‘intertwined and 
dependent on cultural norms, social systems and political and commercial 
influences’ may be influential in avoiding a view of the oppressed as being ‘a 
victim to unknown forces’ (quoted in Österlind, 2008: 79). Such a perspec-
tive is relevant for the residents of Waterloo given their persistent struggle 
with questions of resistance and effecting change. The lessons handed down 
through Tumbling Towers, while emphasising the agency of residents, tend to 
be rather dismissive of the potential of resistance to achieve change.

A key criticism that surrounds Theatre of the Oppressed relates to whether 
it is actually capable of providing, as Boal intended, a ‘rehearsal for the revo-
lution’, or whether it has become merely a tool for personal development 
(O’Sullivan, 2001).

Increasingly, in neoliberal governmental rationality, social problems are 
framed as the result of individual failings and shortcomings (Cruikshank, 
1999; Dean, 2010). Following from this, improvement and empowerment 
programmes targeted at individuals are increasingly put forward as the solu-
tion to social problems and inequalities (Cruikshank, 1999).

Boal developed his methods while working with ‘illiterate farmers’ and 
‘oppressed peasants’ in rural Brazil and Peru (Shawyer, 2011), attempting to 
provide them with tools to resist dictatorial military regimes. Reflecting on 
the use of Theatre of the Oppressed in developed-world contexts, Schutzman 
argues it is problematic to transpose this ‘third world aesthetic of resistance’ 
into a ‘first world aesthetic of self-help’ (Schutzman, 1990: 78). Indeed, 
attempting to merely transplant the model is likely to be challenging for a 
number of reasons. However, we should not assume that resistance is only rel-
evant in third-world contexts and that it cannot take place in the first world, 
nor that first-world problems are all of a ‘self-help’ nature.

Tumbling Towers relied upon reforming the actions of individuals as a 
path towards improving outcomes for residents around the Waterloo rede-
velopment. The problems facing the residents of Waterloo are significant, 
and include displacement, gentrification and the dispersal of their commu-
nity. The performance, however, framed the challenges facing the residents of 
Waterloo as the responsibility of individuals, and emphasised working on the 
individual’s capacity to alter these situations. The audience was encouraged to 
look for ways that the individual could participate more meaningfully, how 
they could improve their interactions to get a (minutely) better outcome.

This framing aligns with the responsibilisation agenda in social pol-
icy across the western world, and in particular in housing. Flint (2004), 
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McKee (2008), Bradley (2012) and others have discussed how governments 
– particularly in the UK, but also elsewhere – have used the notion of the 
responsible citizen as a technology of the self to guide particular action.

Theatre of the Oppressed reinforces the neoliberal figure of the self-
responsible individual by placing the onus for action and change squarely 
upon the shoulders of the oppressed. The audience is called upon to make 
changes to the behaviour of the protagonist (the oppressed) which might 
improve the situation – the implication being that the individual is respon-
sible for the problem and, therefore, that the solution lies within their own 
behaviour.

Returning to Schutzman’s notion that Theatre of the Oppressed becomes 
therapy once transplanted into a first-world context, we should understand 
this not as a reflection of the nature of social problems in the first world 
– which do not, if we are taking a Foucauldian standpoint, have an inherent 
nature themselves but which are discursively constructed – but rather as a 
reflection on the rationalities that allow certain framings to be accepted as 
true. Indeed, the neoliberal construction of social problems as stemming from 
individual shortcomings encourages us to see the solutions to these prob-
lems as lying with improvements to individual behaviour. The framing of the 
interventions in Tumbling Towers reflects the extent to which this rational-
ity around individual responsibility has been imbibed even by those who are 
actively engaged in resisting.

Ettlinger notes that, from a Foucauldian perspective, the targets of resistance 
should not be individuals and the institutions they represent but rather men-
talities, discourses and norms which shape subjectivities and possible actions 
(Ettlinger, 2011: 549).

Schutzman notes that Theatre of the Oppressed ‘works to explore options 
at the moment of discrimination’ rather than looking for broader solutions 
to entrenched political, social and economic inequalities (Schutzman, 1990). 
Indeed, Tumbling Towers focused on addressing individual moments of con-
flict experienced by residents, rather than addressing the broader, systemic 
rationalities that allow public housing residents to be turned out of their 
homes.

When the Jokers invited the audience to provide suggestions about 
improving outcomes from particular situations, the focus was on relations 
between two individuals. For example, in the third scene, which involved a 
farcical meeting between a resident and two community engagement staff, 
it was the conduct of the two engagement staff that became the focus of the 
intervention. Audience members were invited to identify how the resident’s 
conduct might be altered to improve the relationship and communication she 
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had with these staff. This focus made it seem as though the target of resistance 
was these individuals themselves.

In this way, Tumbling Towers reduced the enormity of the challenges fac-
ing Waterloo’s public housing residents – which include displacement and 
the dispersal of their community – to interpersonal conflicts between resi-
dents and government officials, rather than looking more broadly at the ways 
in which such treatment is made possible through governmental rationalities 
and strategies. This emphasis on interpersonal conflicts ‘preserves the impres-
sion that it is corrupt or evil individuals who are oppressing protagonists in 
an otherwise fair and equitable system’ (O’Sullivan, 2001: 92), rather than 
highlighting the ways in which exploitation and inequalities are embodied 
in the very rationalities underpinning the status quo. This framing allows the 
status quo to not just remain intact but to be strengthened through minor 
reforms that make oppression easier to bear (O’Sullivan, 2001).

Central to Boal’s method are the binary protagonist/antagonist (oppressed/
oppressor) subject roles (Hamel, 2013). All characters within Boal’s format 
must fit into these subject positions. These subject positions are also crucial 
for the interactive stage of the play – the antagonist’s behaviour is not up 
for alteration, only that of the protagonists, and when audience members are 
invited to step on stage, they must step into the role of the protagonist (the 
oppressed) and not any other positions.

The dichotomous relation between subjects which are oppressed and those 
which are oppressors is not merely incidental to Theatre of the Oppressed but 
is in fact an underlying principle that structures the format. Snyder-Young 
claims that in Theatre of the Oppressed, the oppression is ‘clear cut’: ‘antago-
nists have power, protagonists do not’ (Snyder-Young, 2011: 37). In general, 
characters must fall into either of these two roles, and there is little oppor-
tunity for addressing the ways in which characters might alternate roles or 
occupy grey spaces in between these binary positions.

The relationship between the characters of the residents and the com-
munity development worker is illustrative of the implications of imagining 
subjects in such binary roles.

In the play’s second scene, the community development worker is sur-
rounded by residents who are trying to get information out of her. They ask 
specific questions about the redevelopment, but she is unable to find the 
answers in the information provided to her by the government. The residents’ 
questions rise in volume and pitch as they move around the worker, who pro-
vides no answers to their questions, and eventually calls for silence.

When this scene was replayed and interventions were invited, the com-
munity development worker was pitted as the antagonist, while the resi-
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dents were the protagonists whose actions were up for alteration. This places 
these characters – residents and the community development worker – in 
the dichotomous oppressed/oppressor relation that recurs in Theatre of the 
Oppressed.

In the case of the community development worker, this binary relation 
becomes particularly confused. Community development workers are not 
strictly government, nor are they necessarily community. Increasingly, such 
organisations and the individuals who work for them have become respon-
sible for delivering government agendas and are accountable to governments 
for funding. These organisations are increasingly administering programmes 
related to welfare provision and responsibilisation.

In the case of Waterloo, community development workers are in a tight 
spot. Though ostensibly independent, most of the local community organisa-
tions get their funding from the government. They have also received spe-
cific allocations of funding to employ community development staff to assist 
with consultation and capacity building relating to the redevelopment. How-
ever, these organisations see that they have a role in supporting and assisting 
the community, as they have done so for decades and will continue to do 
so through aspects of the redevelopment process. In general, they seem to 
attempt not to take sides. They work to advocate for the community, but 
perhaps in a limited way.

These community development workers in many ways do some of the 
work of the state. In capacity building roles, they work to increase the com-
munity’s knowledge of planning and development concepts – not so that they 
can successfully oppose the redevelopment but so they can participate fully in 
official participation processes. In many ways, the role of these development 
workers is to implement the work of the state in transforming these residents 
into responsible, active, participating citizens. Thus, they are in some ways 
an extension of the state, a branch that is ostensibly ‘non-government’ but 
that uses technologies of the self, such as responsibilisation, to do the work of 
government themselves.

However, they are also an extension of the community. These workers 
live in and around the Waterloo neighbourhood. They are known to, relied 
upon and trusted by the Waterloo community. They coordinate and support 
many of the important community activities that occur. They represent the 
community’s needs to the government, advocating for support and meaning-
ful consultation.

This, then, raises questions for the dichotomous oppressed/oppressor 
roles. Foucault was interested in how individuals can occupy different subject 
positions, how these can be fluid and changeable, have different implications 
depending on the power relations they are engaged in. Further, he was inter-
ested in how power – including governmental power – is not merely top-
down, is not just wielded by ‘the state’ but is diffused throughout society, a 
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net-like structure that flows through varied channels, that has different points 
of application that will look different depending on perspective. In neolib-
eral contexts, non-state actors such as private companies and non-government 
organisations have increasingly become responsible for governing.

The community development workers undoubtedly act, at certain points 
at least, as agents of the state, enacting technologies of power such as the 
responsibilisation agenda. But placing them in the role of oppressors, with-
out nuance or thought for the complexity of the position they occupy, fails 
to attend to the complex situations individuals find themselves in, and fails 
to look at how governmental power is intertwined within other institutions 
that do not look, from the outside, like the government. It also fails to attend 
to the fact that such organisations and individuals may have liberatory inten-
tions, or may truly wish to advocate for public housing residents, or the ways 
in which the individuals who work for these organisations may resist the 
dominant governmentalities of community development work.

Tumbling Towers’ refusal to consider community development workers 
as occupying anything other than the ‘oppressor’ subject position meant 
that the role that such workers might play in assisting the community 
could not be considered. They were, for the purposes portrayed here, part 
of a fixed and immoveable system. There was no room for resistance, no 
consideration that the community development workers might themselves 
occupy ambiguous roles or that they might wish to help the community. 
The dichotomous oppressed/oppressor relationship that is so pivotal to the 
Theatre of the Oppressed model thwarted any opportunity in Tumbling 
Towers to explore resistance or ambiguities on the part of non-state actors 
such as community development workers, or of state actors such as housing 
professionals.

Not only does this construction fail to account for the dynamic and 
changeable nature of subject positions, it also fails to recognise the ways 
in which subject positions may be relative – that is, the ways in which the 
oppressed/oppressor relation may look different depending on one’s vantage 
point. As noted by Schutzman, ‘such a simple division’ between oppressors 
and oppressed ‘misrepresents the actual conditions of people’ (1990: 79). The 
unambiguous dyad between the oppressors and the oppressed found here rein-
forces a perception of power as a thing that may be ‘possessed’ by some groups 
but not others, and fails to recognise that many intersecting and overlap-
ping power dynamics may be in play, potentially meaning those perceived 
to be oppressors in one situation (for example, housing professionals) may be 
oppressed in another (as employees of government intent on reforming their 
behaviour, as per Dufty (2011)). This also fails to recognise the possibility 
that they might also resist governmental technologies – when these subjects 
are imagined as agents who are both vehicles of and targets of state power, we 
see that they might become points at which resistance could occur. Indeed, 
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both Dufty (2011) and Nethercote (2014) describe the ways in which housing 
professionals resist various aspects of centralised housing policy.

The dichotomous subject positions also raise a question that is never 
resolved by Theatre of the Oppressed – what happens if the oppressed suc-
cessfully resisted the oppressors and overthrew them? Would they then adopt 
the role of oppressors, too? The centrality of these dichotomous subject posi-
tions to the rationality of Theatre of the Oppressed suggests that this dyadic 
relation is forever present, complicating efforts to resist.

Since the government’s announcement of the project, the residents of Water-
loo that have been engaged in opposition to the redevelopment have strug-
gled repeatedly with the question of whether they could achieve meaningful 
change through their actions. Many residents believed that meaningful and 
significant change was possible through resistance, and encouraged others to 
resist the entire redevelopment project. Other residents believed that such 
change was impossible and that they, the oppressed, could have no such influ-
ence. Rather, these residents believed, they should act within the structures 
established by governmental departments and advocate for their needs within 
these structures.

The latter of these two viewpoints stems from an understanding of the 
existing system as immutable, as so powerful and omnipresent as to be an 
unchallengeable reality. This conception comes as a result of governmentali-
ties that encourage subjects to take for granted the logic of neoliberal policies 
and programmes, and to see such arrangements as inevitable. The effect of this 
is to reify the notions of structure – the powerful and well-established systems 
and networks of rule that determine the lives of the less powerful who are 
subjected to it – counterposed with agency, being the ability of individuals to 
act against the determinations of structure.

The structure/agency dichotomy has been something of an obsession 
for the social sciences throughout the 20th and 21st centuries – sociological 
debate has been largely concerned with whether individual agency or the social 
structures into which one is born will have a greater impact upon social out-
comes. From this perspective, an understanding of resistance becomes focused 
on whether individuals have the capacity to overcome structure, which is here 
seen as an underlying social force limiting freedom that must be overcome 
through the realisation of agency (Rose et al., 2006: 100).

Foucault, however, was not interested in structure/agency debates. For 
Foucauldian scholars, the sociological obsession with structure versus agency 
is something of a moot point (Rose et al., 2006). The structure/agency debate 
relies on the notion of an overly deterministic structure which governs social 
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outcomes for individuals on one hand, and free subjects which are absolutely 
able to determine their own social outcomes on the other. A Foucauldian 
understanding of neoliberal governmentality shows us that each individual 
has agency but that ‘freedom’ is not the absence of constraint but rather an 
invented array of technologies of the self (Rose et  al., 2006), and likewise 
‘structure’ is not a pre-existing determiner of social outcomes but rather the 
product of discursive and governmental technologies.

Tumbling Towers depicted a situation in which residents were powerless to 
affect change in terms of governmental structures or rationalities – the only 
aspects of the action which could be changed were the actions of the residents 
themselves. By limiting resistance in this way, Tumbling Towers depicted 
‘structure’ as an immoveable, unchangeable reality against which individuals 
must exercise their agency, despite this being unlikely to create change. By 
precluding the option to reimagine structure, Theatre of the Oppressed limits 
the possibilities for change to individual behaviour.

What this reification of structure and agency appears to do is convince 
residents that there is a ‘system’ within which resides power, and makes them 
feel as though they sit outside this: they come to feel that they fall outside a 
network of power relations to which they are merely subjected. This not only 
alienates them from access to the techniques of power, but also makes them 
feel as though the ‘system’ is out of their reach. This is what then gives rise 
to the notion that it is futile to resist and that residents would instead be bet-
ter off engaging with the government through formal consultation processes.

A Foucauldian view emphasises imagining how things could be other-
wise as the essential component of resistance (Foucault, 1982) – resistance 
relies on being able to see that current circumstances are neither necessary 
nor fixed, but rather contingent and changeable. This perspective helps us see 
the ways in which Boal’s approach to resistance might be limiting. Referring 
to the paralysing effects of these interventions in Theatre of the Oppressed, 
Österlind argues that the concept that ‘everything is possible; it only depends 
on you’ is just as misleading as the belief that ‘everything depends on the 
structures; you can’t do anything’ (Österlind, 2008: 80). Both are paralys-
ing, for they either mean that change is wholly contingent on the individu-
al’s capacity or that change is impossible no matter the individual capacity. 
By assuming that change relies entirely on altering one’s individual actions, 
the possibility of radical change to rationalities underpinning governmental 
action is precluded.

Österlind argues that the merging of the personal and the political in 
Theatre of the Oppressed is a strength, not a weakness (2008: 81). Indeed, 
assisting the realisation that citizens are not disconnected to politics, power 
and resistance is a potential strength of this approach. However, framing the 
political as purely personal, and the individual as responsible not only for 
social problems but also for their solutions, echoes the neoliberal playbook 
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that would see us individualise both the causes and solutions for social disad-
vantage, marginalisation and injustice. Theatre and other creative, participa-
tory methods may well provide tools to help citizens identify strategies of 
resistance to powerful actors; however, these tools must recognise that we can-
not place the burden for change upon those most marginalised in our society.

The intention of Theatre of the Oppressed as a community development 
tool is to clarify options and opportunities for resisting oppression and improv-
ing the circumstances of oppressed people. In Waterloo, residents were in need 
of guidance about how they might engage in successful strategies to oppose the 
redevelopment of their neighbourhood. Tumbling Towers, though intended as 
a tool to guide residents, appeared to serve to reify the notion that the system 
was unchangeable and the actions put in place by the government were inevi-
table, unalterable. Residents were looking for tools that would allow them to 
work through their agency to change the system, but Tumbling Towers sug-
gested that residents should work through their agency to change themselves.

Many of the tools of community development, such as empowerment and 
responsibiliation techniques, serve to reify neoliberal rationalities concerning 
the responsibility of individual for managing their own life outcomes and 
social risk. If community development is to help the vulnerable in society 
work to advocate for their own interests, participants need tools which both 
recognise their own agency and serve to de-stabilise the dominant govern-
mental rationalities and strategies, rather than to reinforce them.
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1. Both the name of the theatre production and the names of research participants 
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