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reality the implementation of the concept in the South African context was a far cry from the
moral objectives of modem architecture: the provision of housing for ail, the imposition of
minimum standards of hygiene in buildings, and the construction of an environment which would
be more sensitive to human needs. Thus, while modem housing discourse emerged as a
response to the disorder of the industrialising city and the consequent destabilising effects of
Kpoor living conditions directly upon urban labour and indirectly upon the economy, and while the
decision to apply modern housing principles to the racialised space of the South African city was
Bageq on similar concems with industrial disorder, that decision came to be informed by
A:ébiélised notions of community which were essentially incompatible with the non-racial
community structures espoused in modemist discourse {(and were in fact, contradictory to the
modemist objective of de-segregating the city). For modemists, the interdependence of
citizenship and space rendered the former a function (and a natural consequence) of the latter.
The objective of architecture and town planning - if it may be said that there was a single
overriding objective - was to stimulate a civic awareness amongst the urban population through
the creation of an environment conducive to the emergence of a strong community spirit. The
provision of scientificaily constructed mass housing was therefore assumed by planning
professionals to be conducive to the cultivation of good citizens. In this perspective, the South
African government's denial of citizenship to blacks was, in the most literal sense, a contradiction
of modemist notions of community. The question, then, is why the plan for the modem township,
as a compromise between modem notions of citizenship and the particular racial stratification of
twentieth century South African society, was rarely challenged by contemporary planners.

The third issue involves the use of the township as a policy instrument, and the spatial
dimensions of power. In addition to the consideration of the role of science in housing discourse
and professional compliance with the interpretation of such discourse through the lens of
apartheid, the dissertation will focus on the ways in which the township was expected to act as a
mechanism of control and the ways in which it did act, without necessarily being expected to do
s0. A theoretical distinction therefore needs to be made here, between the intentional use of the
township as an instrument for the imposition of a certain urban order, and a capacity (which was
not recognised as such by the actors involved in the realisation of the project) implicit in the
spatial order of the township, to reinforce relations of domination. This dual aspect of township
space - the recognition that a spatial model could act as a mechanism of control, and a related
discursive subjugation of the African population ihrough spatial forms and norms - will be
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analysis has led to a misinterpretation of the forms and functions of apartheid urban space.
Writing outside a Marxist perspective, Adam Ashforth contends that “when new alignments in the
structures of power within the state were forming, new understandings of the place of 'Natives’
within the political economy\had to be devised” (Ashforth, 1990: 2). Ashforth's contention is
indicative of the futility of treating "Natives”, much less their economic status, as an a priori
category. In fact, the construction of the social and anthropological category of the “Native”
acted to consolidate Africans as a sub-category of the urban subject, a social phenomenon which
was reinforced through the spatial arrangements of the professional planning fratemity.

The South African township in the literature

Township historiography has, in a sense, blown in the wind of methodological trends. Until the
mid-seventies, studies of the township were conducted within narrow sociological perspectives.’
Revisionists of the early 1970s introduced broader theoretical peﬁspectives but often ignored thé
township as marginal to their central concem with class struggle and industrial conflict.® The

spatial model of the township, and its status as a product of modernity remamed marginal to its ‘; ‘

role as a reservoir of labour, The township, described as a _descendant of the industrial ‘
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compound, was_given little specificity outside its status as an institution for labour exploitationy
W M

{Rex, 1874). While the modernist character of its form and amed functions was ignored all ‘

together, the greatest weakness of a Marxist approach to the township lay in its inability to
expliain the social programme of the Modem Movement except in purely economistic terms.
Even so, many of the insights upon which this study has relied were mooted in revisionist writing.
in an article entitled “The instruments of labour exploitation in Southern Africa,” Rex wrote that
"“what emerged in South Africa through the conjunction of the overcrowded native reserve and
the mining compound was a system of labour exploitation which was about as rational as it could
be from the point of view of the exploiter” (Rex, 1974: 7). This statement is typically revisionist in

?{n general, the studies of the 1970s focused on township life. Among their main objectives was the "de-
criminalisation” of the urban African in the perceptions of white South Africa. Exampies include: Wilson,
M.H. and Mafeje, A, Langa: A Study of Social Groups in an Afncan Township, {Oxford, 1983); Mayer, P,
Townsmen or Tnbesmen, (Cape Town, 1961}, Pauw, B.A, The Second Generation: A study of the family
amongst urbanised Bantu, {Cape Town, 1963), De Ridder, T, The Personality of the Urban African in
South Africa, (London, 1981); Reader, D.H, The Black Man's Portion , (London, 1961); Dundon, J.P; Native
Life in @ South African Location, {Unknown, 1954).

8F’romiraent revisionists were particularly concerned with the system of labour distribution. See, for
example: Legassick, M, "South Africa: Forced labour, industrialisation and racial differentiation,” in R.
Harris (ed), The Poltical Economy of Africa, (Massachusetts, 1975). 229-270; Legassick, M. "Legislation,
ideology and Economy in post-1948 South Africa,” Journal of Southern African Studies | (1) (Oct. 1674);
Wolpe, H. “Capitalism and cheap labour power. segregation to Apartheid,” Economy and Society | (4)
(1972). Rex's article on institutional sites of exploitation was different in this regard, for its recognition of
the importance of the spatiality of power, despite the fact that it also took a revisionist approach, See Rex,
J, "The compound, the Reserve, and the urban location: the essential institutions of Southern Aftican labour
explottation” South African Labour Bulletin 1 (4) (1974); 4-17.






















































Chapter 2: The housing crisis of the 1940s

introduction

The township concept was elaborated in a context of severe housing shortages and urban
resistance to state policy. What did the urban crisis consist. of and why was public housing
conceived as a response to the crisis? How did the crisis, in the form of urban malaise and
organised and spontaneous resistance, shape housing policy? Chapter Two wiil deal with these
questions in two parts. The task of this chapter is to map out the socio-economic trends behind
the conceptualisation of the township as a solution to a series of crises in urban management.
The chapter will examine certain conditions which faced the government in the run-up decades
to the National Party victory, and assess the perceived importance of housing provision in
interpreting those conditions.

The first part of Chapter Two looks at the crisis, beginning in the early 1920s,22 and the way in
which that crisis was perceived in the policy dialogue over African urbanisatioh. The events of
the years between the First and the Second World Wars point to a definite shift in state practices
and an identification of state security and economy as tied to questions of population
management. If, as Foucault argues, the idea of urbanisation is synonymous with that of police
(Gordon, 1991: 20), then the solutions to problems of urbanisation must necessarily have been
framed in terms of control. | look at the South Africa urban environment of the 1920s, 1930s and
1940s with this proposition in mind. | identify the urban crisis as one which involved a need for a
re-interpretation of state practices based on a changing configuration of human and material
resources. This first part proceeds to examine changes in urbanisation and industrial production
as generative, in part, of the crisis in urban management. | move on to look at how the
emergence of new forms of resistance to both a modemisation of methods of /control and an

even greater delimitation of space renewed the debate over the residential status of Africans in’

urban areas.

The second part deals with housing as a response to the urban crisis. Here, | question why
municipal housing for Africans was introduced. | look at the provision of housing as a form. of

controiling tr‘xg sprgad of epidemics and securing good. health, and the use of housing as a
“rieans of re-organising residential pattemns and controlling African mobility and activities in the
cities. | tumn to the housing alternatives which were available to urban Africans between the fwo

22|t is not my intention to periodise urban history into a "pre-crisis” - "crisis" era. | begin with the 1920s
because the elements of the urban crisis which preceded modern township formation became visible and
readily identifiable in the interwar period.
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