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ABSTRACT

Between Union in 1910 and the start of World War Two, urban racial segregation in South

African cities evolved through three distinct periods. Initially, the predominantly white cities were

'"the target of colonial planning initiatives to reduce overcrowding and prevent the development of

industrial slums. After World War One, the regulation of African urbanisation was the primacy

focus of urban policy. The living standards of the urban workforce were to be improved and

controlled by excluding unemployed African people, by forcing the majority of the urban African

workforce into compound quarters, and by establishing limited accommodation for African families

in town. The racial administration of urban poverty was entrenched in the 1930swhen, faced with

the persistent growth of slums.the state bolstered white welfare initiatives and imposed even tighter
I

residential restrictions on blac~~.!iving in urban areas.

The form and pace of urban segregation policy was dictated by the conditions of working-class

life in South Africa's economic heartland. In cosmopolitan Johannesburg, slums had a diverse

socio-spatial form, Racial mixing notwithstanding, there were different residential experiences

within two-miles of the city centre. Poor whites typically lived in boarding houses or in rooms

which they rented in private houses. Africans dominated the industrial compound facilities at

factories and in nearby private yards. Rental of back-yard shacks was the least racially exclusive

form of cheap accommodation. It was also the preferred fonn of shelter for the large, impoverished

coloured population. Racial mixing diminished rapidly under the force of segregationist slum

clearances. Rehousing projects and forced removals consolidated and even created racial

differences. Racial categorisation of slum residents as 'coloured', white 01' African for PUrpOSl'S of

residential segregation entrenched the cleavages forged by job reservation and set the racial hierarchy

on which South African capitalism was built,

The process of racial residential segregation was achieved by application and adaptation of

international town planning principles. Municipal officials, guided by British planning

developments, pioneered urban management in South Africa, Colonial standards of city

government were reserved for the white settler population. Slum removals and new town
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developments, whether applied to white or black urban dwellers. drew heavily on international

norms and experience. Unlike other industrialising nations, in South Africa the state sought to

contain urban poverty and regulate the workforce by controlling the urbanisation of the indigenous

population. The impress of the state not only determined who had urban access, but also dictated

the terms of urban residence. When the Johannesburg City Council proved incapable of imposing

order on the size and character of the urban population through the policy of racial residential

segregation, it depended on employers to maintain the supervision of black migrant accommodation

under state licence.

Urban racial residential segregation was not simply the corollary of the creation of African

Reserves. Slum clearance and racially contained township development was the product of the

co-incident interests of diverse constituencies. The white working class opposed investment in

urban infrastructure that would enhance the competitive position of African workers. Migrancy and

influx-control limited the flow of black urban labour, and also reduced competition for skilled jobs.

White ratepayers were sir> '.larlyreluctant to fund costly housing for black families. The political

force of white voters underscored extensive urban welfare assistance, particularly in the depression
,

:,ears of the early 19108and :;~308. Once black slum conditions inJohannesburg deteriorated with

the escalation of manufacturing and industry in the 19208,philanthropic groups gained employer

support for their demand to improve African housing conditions by building segregated housing.

Public health, labour productivity and political turmoil lay at the root of the move to clear slu..~~.
'\

Segregation was as much the product of protecting and developing the most desirable urban lanJ.i

for whites, as it was the outcome of discrimination and suppression of black urban opportunity.
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PREFACE

The segregatedJohannesburg landscape is the indelible reminder of inequitable city management

that pre-dates apartheid. This thesis sets out the conditions of working-class residential life in

Johannesburg between Union and World War Two and examines the policy and action of the state

in transforming the geography of the city so that race became the primary organisational principle.

As a young child growing up in Johannesburg I was encouraged to observe the pattern and pace

of urban life, an activity that is now an integral part of my personal and professional identity. The

craft of identifying and interpreting the forces that shape people's lives in the city was sharpened

under the tutelage of the University of the Witwatersrand Geography Department. Initially as a

student, and subsequently as a member of staff, my intellectual development was nurtured by an

exciting and active group of academics that includes K~lithBeaven, Philip Bonner, John Earle, Alan

Mabin, Gordon Pirie and Chris Rogerson. Their care and generosity in guidingme into the various

facets of university life are sincerely appreciated. One small portion of my extensivedebt to Gordon

is his exemplary mentoring of this project.

(

Financial support for the research and production of this thesis was received from the University

Research Committee and the Human Sciences Research Council. The award of a University

Council Grant for the Human and SocialSciences provided the all-important, uninterrupted stretch

of time required to complete writing. The many maps and figures were prepared by Wendy Job,

Wendy Phillips and Philip Stickler, whose expertise is t.ratefully acknowledged. I have been

similarly dependent on the skills and good will of library and archive staff across the country. Their

assistance was crucial to this research which, in the absence of detailed secondary literature, depends

heavily on primary data, much of it unsorted and most of it unused. In the demanding final stages

of production the staff of the Wits Computer Centre have shown customary good grace and

delivered a wonderfully efficient service. Over the innumerable hours that have gone into this

project I have been sustained, encouraged and tolerated at home by Owen Crankshaw. His mtere:>t

and participation in the life of this project exceeded any reasonable definition of duty.
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The use of racial term.n " Jgy presents inevitable difficulties in historical research. I use 'black'

to include Africans, coloureds and Indians. One of the points made in the thesis is that the laying

out of segregated residential areas contributed to the definition of racial categories. The use of

";oloured' in particular contexts is an attempt to indicate the social construction of race. Because

of the pejorative connotation of 'native' for African people in contemporary South Afiica, this

phraseology it) only employed in quotes. P1?..:e names, and the names of certain individuals are spelt

variously across the maps and arcnives, Like the historical record, I am inconsistent.

Some sections of this thesis appear in journals. Chapter TWD is published in volume 19 of the

Journal of Southern African Studies. Chapter Nine and the second half of Chapter Five represent

significant reworking of pieces that appeared in the South African Geographica! Journal in 1988 and

1989 respectively. The Journal of Histortcal Geography published an earlier version of Chapter

Seven in 1991.

Susan Parnell

Johannesburg, August 1993.

(
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CHAPTER ONE

URBAN RACIAL SEGREGATION

Institutionalised racial residential segregation is today associated with apartheid South Africa.

The racial partition of residential land also accompanied industrialisation and urban growth across

the colonial world and north America. Ethnic and social segregation were dominant urban motifs

of racially heterogeneous societies in the first half of the twentieth century. Unlike other industrial

societies, urban segregation became and remained legally entrenched in South African cities. The

imposition of a racial hierarchy in South African towns depended, at least in part, on planning

mechanisms normally associated with the evolution. from pre-industrial to modem cities. In South

Africa the impact of urban planning legislation was greatest in the inner-city slum districts of the

large urban centres where the racial character of the working class was mixed. The objective in this

thesis is to identify .why and how slum clearance procedures and racist removals became

synonymous in South African cities.

The forced relocation o:fihore than fillY thousand people from inner-city slums transformed

Johannesburg's lanJ~cape in the years between the First and Second World Wars. During this

twenty year period tb.b geography of the city came to be fashioned more overtly according to race

than class. Impl~(1I1entationof racial segregation was particularly ruthless in re-ordering inner-city
c,

districts of Johannesburg where a large proportion of the racially heterogeneous workforce of the

burgeoning industrial centre lived. Some of the workers who were relocated from centrally situated

slums accepted public housing in townships or compounds; others sot; shelter in black freehold

ghettos or in slums as yet unaffected by public health or segregationist provisions. The effect of

these slum clearances Wasto create a rigid pattern of racial residential segregation. Yet the practice

of segregation that emerged in tr ~inter-war years was not the same as the establishment of African

locations in cities around South Africa at the tum of the century." Urban clearance programmes

in Johannesburg during the 1920sand 1930swere the outcome of national rather than local urban

policy. The anti-slum legislation invoked by the state to reorder the residential pattern of

Johannesburg selectively echoed developments in city management elsewhere in the world.



Race and residence in international perspective

The social unity of rural settlements was idealised by anti-urban Victorians who despised and

feared the growing social segregation of the poor in older central areas of town. Caricaturing the

increasingly working-class inner-city as an evil place where disease and social ferment flourished,

stringent saniiary reforms were introduced.f British town planning became the institutionalised

response to the urban underclass." Once middle-class flight to the suburbs had left tracts of purely

working-class territory in the centres of towns, the political threat that slums posed to 'civilised'

society, and the ruli-ig classes belief that poor physical conditions undermined morality, spurred the

introduction of urban \eforms. Christian philanthropists drew parallels between the plight of the

urban poor and the' savages' of the jungles abroad. thereby encouraging a missionary zeal to resolve

the slum crisis. By the beginning of the twentieth century a corps of professional (primarily medical)

men had generated a series of specialist journals concerned with urban management. The sanitary

condition o! large urban centres such as Loudon, which grew sooner and more rapidly than other

western centres, were monitored carefully in the Victorian period. Improved stai.stical methods

were used to demonstrate the relationship betw- en overcrowding and mortality. Gradually the

inevitability of social segregation was accepted, but this was accompanied by the ..,...-i.dp.ly held belief

that the working class was incapable of controlling its own environment and that some form of

supervision and control was essential." The consequent development of philanthropic groups

concerned directly with the housing needs of the urban poor is well documented in both Britain

and North Ameri ...tI.. 5 InBritain the growing importance of the local authority as an agent of slum

clearance is similarly well establisnet. G

(I

By the post-World War One period, segregation more commonly referred to differentiation

within the working class. Urban policy was also evolving, with increasing stress being placed on the

value of better surroundings. In Britain, suburban home ownership for the respectable working

class was promoted," TIle post-World War One years also saw the rise of the: welfare state and

subsidised council housing for the poor. a Across the Atlantic the 'city beautiful' movement

informed private sector development that was guided by zoning regulations in the effort to address

the persistent problem of urban ,,:lLUTlS.9 In South Africa, shifts in the depiction of urban problems
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and the resultant changes in planning advocacy are also evident. As the ruling classes variously

wished to protect coloma'. urban standards or change the terms of African urban ~':~'lement, they

portrayed slums, often inaccurately, as either a 'native problem' or a poor white problem. The

selective presentation of the conditions of the urban poor in South African cities shaped and

remoulded segregationist urban planning programmes at both national and local level.

In addition to periodising changing attitudes to segregation and urban reform programmes,

historical geographers! and urban historians seek to explain the pattern and processes of social

differentiation in the dty. This task is tackled in several different ways. The ethnic, tenure, religious

and occupational profile of ghetto residents is commonly disaggregated; the residential impact of

shifts in the national and local economy is sometimes detailed; or the influence of social and

economic conditions in migrants home countries is uncovered. As a result of painstaking research

using one or more of these approaches, a richly textured record provides the basis for lively debate

over the relative role. 1ethnicity and class in the evolution of the industrial city. 1 0

The task of assessingthe relative significance of class, race and ethnic divisions in South African

cities is hampered by the poor empirical record. There are insufficient sustained accounts of

migrants settling in towns to allow any systematic explanation of pre-apartheid urban morphology,

Construction of such a framework requires a fuller understanding of ~butrAfrican industrial

growth, a clearer picture of the racial and ethnic networks used to gain access to urban jobs, and a

more coherent account of the state's urban management role. As Johannesburg's size and

economic dominance habitually made it the point of reference in policy discussions, the city

provides an important case study in unravelling the history of the South African city.

(I
His!mkal geographical research involves uncovering the clustering of ethnic, social and racial

groups as a device for evolving meanings of ethnicity, class and race in the making of the industrial

city. This notion of spatially constructed reality is developed by Anderson in her work on

Vancouver where she argues that '''Chinatown' is a social construction with a cultural history and

a tradition of imagery and institutional practice that has given it a cognitive and material reality in

and for the west".l 1 It is not difficult to see that, like Chinatown, 'locations' were European

o
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creations on whiGihthe separateness and inferiority of African people was built. The manipulation

of access to residential space in South Africa goes beyond defining inferior territory for 'other' black,

people. By designating cities as European space, white coloma! officials claimed a distinctive,

economically privileged position that belied their minority status.

The argument that place assumes an independent political weight and meaning is particularly

poignant where legislated territorial segregation was secured under colonialism. Unlike the United

States, which also experienced large-scale black urbanisation after World War One, South African

intellectuals embraced eugenic justifications for segregation to become world leaders ira racial urban

planning. 1:Z Racial segregation as conceived by pre-industrial colonial planners was refined by

South African officials using western ideals of city organisation.

Race and the colonial city

Calls for urban reform were made by individuals such as Chadwick and organisations like the

Salvation Army, and their initiatives gradually diffused throughout the British Empire. 1 3 It has

even been suggested thr!.terban planaing v s most vigorously applied in the European colonies

which were seen as 'laboratories' for experimentation in the art IOf city government. 1 It The f11'5t

principle 01 olonial planning was the social and spatial separation of dominators and dominated

in the emerging urban centres. l! Almost always the mechanism of this repression was racial

discrimination.

(.I

There are sevet,u useful typologies of the distinctive characteristics of colonia! cities that

emphasise the ubiquitous pattern of racial residential segregation that was enforced in the c"dy

twentieth century. 1 t. With respect to Africa we are reasonably well informed on the genesis and

distribution of racially separated locations, 1 7 and much has been written about the persistence of

segregationist planning into a post-independence era. 1 0 There is, however, only a patchy

explanation of why and how, rather than where or when, this racial urban morphology developed

in what is today referred to as the TIUrd World. In a tantalising footnote to his piece on

post-colonial cities, Simon points out that the present ibm of Calcutta, Nairobi or Johannesburg
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differs radically from colonial cities like Toronto or Melbourne, yet an the-re cities were established

at roughly the same tune by the British. 1 I Implicit in Simon's aside is the need to confront the

dimensions of the race question in the emerging morphology of colonial cities. The poorly

researched inter-war period is crucial to a full understanding of how racial segregation became

entrenched in colonial cities. lI. 0

Notions of racial, social and spatial segregation evolved with the changing circumstances of

colonial societies. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries segregation was founded on

the need for military security, and on the perceived and genuine problems of maintaining urban

sanitation. 2 1 With subsequent diffusion of science, technology and administrative ideology the de

facto practice of segregation became legally entrenched. King argues that because the 'town and

country' planning movement coincided with the height of formal imperialism, its impact was to

reorganise haphazard social and racial divisions into carefully structured, rigid racial segregation.

But racial segregation did far more than incorporate subject populations into well planned

metropolitan-styled cities. 2 2 In South Africa it is very clear that the racial designation of urban

space and the racial delineation of housing standards defined the terms of non- European settlement

so that the black population was excluded from participating directly or equally in 'modem' urban

society.

(;

The preoccupation of urban historians and historical geographers with the description of racial

space means that the developmc: t of racism and racially constituted urban areas is poorly

understood, even though they are adequately, if not exhaustively, documented, Race segregation

is perhaps the most distinctive feature of colonial and even post-colonial urban landscapes and it

is essential to achieve greater clarity on the forces that underscore the rise of racism and

segregationist town planning. South Africa, the most notorious of racist states, was a model of

colonial urban management in the first quarter of the twentieth century.2:J and it provides a

curious, but important, opportunity to investigate the institutionalisation of residential segregation.

The social and economic function of segregated cities that is a central theme of this thesis cannot

be considered in isolation from wider debates about race in South Africa. In these debates, the
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evolution of intra-urban segregation has received considerably less attention than national territorial

segregation and the creation of African Reserves.

Racial S\~regation in South Africa

The matter of whether or not the clustering of Africans into rural Reserves under the 191.'3Land

Act created a cheap labour force that supported the development of capitalism in South Africa

underpins a great deal of historical, sociological and geographical research conducted in the 19'705

and 19805., Previously, liberal interpretations of segregation stressed the role of Afrikaner

nationalism in perpetuating the Reserves and the migrant labour system. 2.It In countering this

interpretation, revisionist scholars placed their emphasis on the manner in which Reserves

perpetuated cheap labour by subsidising the costs of reproducing it. 2.II It is now clear that the

power of the capitalist class in introducLg and upholding territorial segregation has been

over-simplified, and possibly exaggerated. By disaggregating the forces motivating segregation, Rich,

Dubow and others caution against the danger of overstating the relationship between territorial

segregation and the demands of organised business.f 6 New attention is placed on the voice of the

Church and of white liberals whose agenda in promoting African Reserves revolved around

'protecting Natives' from the damaging contact with Western (especially urba ..l) values and

lifestyles. Racist discourse emanating from the colonial metrcpole is once again receiving serious

attention as a factor bolstering segregationist ideology in South Africa, 2.7 but as yet the impact of

international intellectual movements 01'1. the structure and form of cities is not understood.

o

Preliminary findings about the range of actors involved in the unfolding drama of urban

segregation exist in the descriptive work on South African cities. Geographers have been

particularly active in highlighting the appalling conditions of the urban poor and documenting the

shift from urban segregation eo urban apa\lheid.2. 8 The stronll!',t points to emerge from this work

are that the experience of ul'han segregation was influenced by local constraints, and that efforts by

the state to control the African warkforce and segregate the South African city intensified with rapid

industrialisation. 2.8 As recent contributions to the broader debate on segregation :nave

t4~monstra.ted, the obvious importance of a continual supply of labour and the racist agenda of

6



Afrikaner nationalists does not obviate the need for critical consideration of the part played by

politically and economically powerful liberal ideologues in upholding white supremacy through

territorial segregation. With respect to intra-urban segregation, the influential pan played by local

authorities, white ratepayers and landlords must he added to the list of constituencies interested in

protecting racially divided space. Similarly, the influential role of international ideas about race,

social welfare and urban planning must he included in the explanation of why South African cities

came to be managed on the principle of racial division and black repression.

Until recently, the most rigorous scholarship on intra-urban segregation dealt with the origins

of African locations. Although primarily concerned with pre-Union details, the literature does offer

useful explanations fot the genesis of urban segregation policies. Swanson's ideas about the

relationship between sanitation, racism and the segregation of the city are especially interesting. 3 II

Surprisingly, however, ,although sanitary problems were prevalent in. urban areas after the influenza

epidemic and persisted into the 19205 and the depression years of the 19308, scholars either

underestimate the relationship between health and race in the inter-war years, or alternatively,

crudely ascribe everything to the threat of disease.3 1

(I

TIle enormous impact of mining and migrant labour 011 South African society has deflected

attention from the patterns of settlement of non-miners, non-migrants, and non-males, Making a

convincing case for a gendered analysis of cities, is the argument that urban African policy evolved

ill direct response to the inability of the state to control the settlement of African women, most of

whom survived outside of the formal urban economy." 2 The political and economic implications

of the changing social character of permanent urban settlement, from male migrants absconding

from compounds to take up rooms in town, or families moving off peri-urban farms squat on the

urban periphery, to women from deep rural areas coming to the city, is developed in Sapire's

account of the segregation of Brakpan. Her path-breaking research also highlights the contest

between the small, often impotent, local authority and the waves of African migrants over the terms

of segregated settlement.3 3
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Despite fresh research on the struggle for the city, urban segregation is still habitually regarded

as an adjunct to the national segregationist policies that bolstered cheap migrant labour. Locations

are generally considered important only f01'the transitory part they played in ensuring the Dow of

African labour to urban industry. By this logic, systematically espoused by Maylam, the state

preferred locations to racially integrated and uncontrollable slums because they allowed officials to

contain the 'undesirable tide' of African urbanisation. Restricted access to urban areas kept African

workers dependent 011 the subsistence economies of the Reserves in order to reproduce

themselves, ) ,. A significant variation on this interpretation is offered h.)lHindson who suggests that

African locations, introduced to control the workforce, incidentally fostered a permanent class of'

.Ani-skilledAfrican labour. Despite a state rhetoric that idendfied Africans as temporary sojourners,

reetrictions on African urbanisation really meant that new migrants were prevented from competing

with Africa.~lfwho had urban jobs and legitimate accommodation in the locations. By regulating

'. ~nto locations. capitalists ensured a supply of semi-skilled African labour, while

o • .'""eously upholding the myth that h.fiicans belonged in rural areas where they enjoyed land

• ,.11 (J1tit;{;, '~hiprights dctrled to them in urban areas. 3 IS These arguments ignore the widespread

t-;;~,)gni\.~n~,of both capitalists and the state of the need to improve urban Africans' living conditions

in urban sinms, initially through the municipal establishment of locations, and later under the local

authority licensing and regulating compound accommodation. Moreover, implicit in the link

between urban segregation and cheap labour, is the false assumption that Africans were the only

people affected by slum clearances.

Residential segregation during the 10':'05 and 1930sis overwhelmingly portrayed as the removal

of Afril~ansto locations by the application of the Natives (Urban Areas) Act. 3 I In reality the

state's removal of Africans from inner-city areas after Union was not simply the product of

segregationist 'native' urban policy. The enforcement of anti-slum provisions and public health

legislation was at least as powerful in propelling the relocation of Africans. Thousands of coloureds

and Indians were also barred from white suburbs, and even poor whites were removed from city

slums.3., Explanations of intra-urban segregation policy cannot therefore be conflated with the

study of emerging 'Native policy', as is so often the case when explanations tor territorial

segregation strategies are sought,

8



*******

The vast corpus of historical work on urban slum clearances in the industrial centres of the late

nineteenth and early twentieth century has been almost completely ignored by Southern Africanists.

Yet segregationist planning in South Africa has strong parallels with socio-spatial engineering

associated with the introduction of urban welfare an I town planning programmes elsewhere in the

world. Three major themes from the international experience inform. the forthcoming analysis of

slum clearance and racial segregation in inter-war South Africa, one of many colonies where

institutionalised racism was the major vehicle of town planning. The pcriodisation of South African

urban policy is the first objective in the thesis. Second, the task of identifying and explaining the

patterns of social and spatial differentiation in the city, arguably the core of the historical

ge, "hers craft, ate considered. The legislative origins of segregation are outlined; the location and

type of housing occupied by working class people of all races in Johannesburg is described, and the

pattern and impact of racial removals in Johannesburg is identified. Finally, the social and political

relations of power that were created by the reorganisation of residential space are evaluated by

linking slum clearance programmes to the creation of segregated housing services and to the

invention of unequal racial categories.

Segregated cities in South Africa were formed by both black repression and white privilege. The

scope of this thesis breaks with tradition by examining the political, economic and social

background to legislation introduced by the state to control the growth of industrialising urban

centres in the Union of South Africa through the establishment of parallel systems of urban

administration; one black and one white. The first part of the thesis outlines the forces shaping

legislation regulating urban development. Chapter Two is particularly concerned with an individual

professional's initiative \.ty ~<)fcestate protection of urban colonial standards for European settlers.

In Chapter Three the origins and political significance of the Natives (Urban Areas) Act are

reviewed and reassessed. The splitting of urban policy along racial lines in the 19308is the focus

of Chapter Four, The second part of the thesis is concerned with events in Johannesburg that

moulded urban management legislation, both before and after its passage through parliament. Five

chapters provide cameos of different aspects of the working class Johannesburg residential

experience. The position of the white poor, many of whom were women, is detailed in Chapter

9
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Five which explores early segregation through the provision of para-state hostels In an attempt

to disaggregate the meaning of slum life for African people, Chapter Six highlights the various forms

of yard accommodation available in the inner city. A portrait of the largest black ghetto, the Malay

Location, is presented in Chapter Seven. The pattern of African removals and the uneven impact

of segregationist anti-slum action is the thrust (If Chapter Eight which focuses on the application

of the Natives (Urban Areas) Act in Johannesburg. Whites and coloureds are the prominent

players in the 1930s Slums Act implementation described in Chapter Nine. The concluding part

draws together the temporal aI!4 geographical variations in slum clearances and reflects on the

forces and causes of racial residential segregation in South African cities.
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PART II

THE EVOLlmON O}' URBAN SEGREGATION IN SOUTH AFRICA

The intellectual framework of South African urban history is characterised by the use of

racial categories. The urban native problem, the poor white in the city, or Indian bazaars are

commonly the objects of research. Racist legislation, racial repression and resistance to

racism Lave all been examined from the point of view of a single community. Yet it was in

the cities that the poor of all races met and mixed. A central theme of urban policy formation

is how the ,'jt,~~e/smanagement of cities came to depend on the construction of racial

categories. The story of segregation presented here is bound up with the way racial, ethnic

and social differenceswere forged by mdustrialisation and urban growth.

(I

A dual structure of urban government was inaugurated with the passage of racially parallel

legislation. The 1919 Public Health Act and the 1920 Housing Act formalised colonial

standards of urban living for the settler population; the 1923 Natives (Urban Areas) Act

excluded African migrants from this sanitised urban space while simultaneously improving

living standards for the industrial workforce. The working class was gradually removed from

slums to segregated public housing schemes or state-supervised single quarters. Racial

splitting of city management. and the racial differentiation of living standards persisted, and

became more acute as the welfare of poor whites and the control of urban Africans were more

clearly defined as objectives of state policy. Over the thirty years covered in the following

three chapters, a racial hierarchy that was founded on geographical segregation emerged in

South African cities. The African elite was crushed, coloureds became a distinct racial

category and poor white protection from abject poverty was assured. In addition to racial

segregation, urban policy encouraged the social differentiation of African people. The primary

divide was between urban and rural, 'civilised' and 'uncivilised', 'detribalised' and 'tribal'

Africans. A secondary distinction between migrant workers housed in compounds and

urbanised Africans living in family housing also informed city planning practices.

o
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National political spokesmen on the race question in the inter-war period were strangely

silent on urban issues. T I••it voices were replaced by local Eaglish-speaking bureaucrats and

urban professionals who joined the lobby of white liberals active in politics. The script on

urban segregation between the World Wars leans heavily on international ideas about

planning and social reform. Individual actors, like the country's first full-time Medical Officer

of Health, Dr Porter, assume central stage. At final curtain it is clear that a tw'n policy of

urban administration evolved between Union in 1910 and the passage of the 1936 Hertzog

Segregation Bills. Urban segregation in South Africa bears the imprint of strategies to control

the urban African population, as well as Western models of city development. ilowlever, the

obsession with racial supremacy meant that no grand scheme of town planning other than

residential segregation ever infused the mind'! or practice of the."drafters of South African city

plans.
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CHAPTERTIVO

CR'EA11NG RACIAL PRIVILEGE:

PUBLIC HEAI:rh AND TOWN PLANNING I.EGlSLAll0N, 1914)..1920

Explanations for the rise of urban segregation in South Africa have concentrated on the creation

of separate and unequal administrative structures that control black residence. These accounts

create the false-Impression that segregated and higher-standard 'white' residential areas developed

without any state interference, On the cont-rary, state mar' -ulation of planning regulations to

protect working-class white residential conditions in the new industrial centres was all early

mechanism by which South African cities were racially segregated and the living standards of poor

whites were protected. Non-racial regulations relating to overcrowdisg or slum removals, as well

as overtly racially-discriminatory provisions, comprise a two-tier system of urban administration

whose application has cast South African cities in a racial mould,

(i

The twin ct'ar'·.cterof South African planning history has recently been acknowiedged.! hut as

yet there is only a vagueunderstanding of the social, economic and political forces shaping the birth

of modem urban policy. State regulation of living standards and the racial ordering of residential

opportunity, alongside the imposition of job reservation and influx controls, are crucial to

unravelling the causes of racial oppression. in South Africa, It is now widely accepted that the rise

of racism and the institutionalisation of segregation, whether social, industrial, territorial or urban.

was not the simple manifestation of white South African prejudice. Consideration of the passage

of the Public Health Act of 1919 demonstrates that the drive for profit la.y at the heart of the

emergence of intra-urban segregationist legislation that was ushered-in 'Underthe guise of modern

town planning principles, However, while the introduction of'modem town planning practices may

have aided the development of South African capitalism by alleviating the poor white crisis and

controlling the residence of Africans, the st; !litisation of sections of the working class though urban

reform programmes was not 311 indigenous idea. Enforcing racial segregation in South Africa

involved considerably greater social engineering than that entailer in the fostering of a 'respectable'

British or American working class, but the processes are not dissimilar. There ~sa well established

(.

17



link between the increasing social differ -ntiation evident in the emerging metropolitan centres of the

early twentieth century and the application of urban planning that encouraged slum removals and

suburbanisation th-t has yet to be fully explored in colonial contexts. The case of the 1919 Public

Health Act suggests that the export of British planning practices to South Africa nurtured emerging

racial and class differences.

The efforts of South African capitalists to establish a white working class aristocracy through

job protection and welfare initiatives provides an important key to the manner in which colonial

urban policies were implemented in South Africa. South Africa's pre-industrial pattern of urban

race segregation, with a separate location for the indigenous population. was common to many

colonial settlements. As in other colonial settings early town planning in South Africa bega.: as an

attempt to encourage European settlement. In the face of a growing urban poor white problem.

however, job reservation and urban welfare programmes were incorporated into the evolving social

system of racial domination for which South Africa it> still notoriously known.

The introduction of public health and town planning legislation was not intended to supplement

segregationist legislation: indeed it was not intended that colonial city planning standards apply to

Africans at all. Possibly because of its Euro-centric focus, much early town planning, inciuding the

Public Health Act of 1919 and the Housing Act of 1920 was, unlike the overtly racist 1923 Natives

(Urban Areas) Act (NUAA), ignored by urban historians searching for the origins of segregationist

legislation. Yet, in the first half of the twentieth century, both health and housing legislation was

used to secure the racial division of urban space because regulations on African urban settlement

were incomplete, ineffective and ignored. Although intended to regulate European residential

conditions, planning ordinances like those of the Public Health Act provided many municipalities

with an additional means of regulating African urbanisation and enforcing. segregation." Urban

reform initiatives of the 19108 were conceived as a means of containing the urban poor white

problem that threatened the social order on which South African capitalism was being built.
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Urban planning and the poor white problem

The emergence of an unemployed class of unskilled whites in the cities of the Rand during the

firet two decades of the 1900s produced a political crisis whose resolution lies at the heart of the

explanation for the rise of racial segregation inSouth Africa. Two related aspects. of the relationship

between the poor white problem and the emergence of racial segregation are germane to the

assessment of urban policy. First, in unravelling the significance of the poor white question for the

evolution of city structure and form, it is useful to have a clear sense of the impact of poor whites

in wider social, political and economic matters. Second, a cleat' understanding is required of why

South African poor whites, who were no larger a percentage of the whhe population than in other

European industrialising society, were perceived as presenting a special problem to be solved

through the creation of a racial aristocracy.

Poor whites were most often Afrikaans-speaking, unskilled workers who carne to urban areas,

most commonly those of the Rand, because they were forced from their position as bywoners, or

tenant farmers, on the Free State and Transvaal farms by drought and the growth of capitalist

agriculture associated with the mineral boom.f Unlike the English-speaking working class which

came to South Africa ~":!heither mining or craft experience, the Afrikaner proletariat had few

marketable urban skills. '111c Afrikaner poor (Boers), whose basic wages were between three and

eight times those of African migrant labourers," therefore found it almost impossible to find jobs

on the open market. Initial attempts by the state to force the mines to employ whites failed, and

gradually the state itself assumed responsibility for offering welfare employment. 1$

(i

The Afrikaner poor in the city were problematic to at least four distinct constituencies: skilled

whites (especially r .iners) whose [oos they threatened; the state whose efforts to maintain social

control by imposing a racial order were undermined by unruly poor whites; capital which wished

to avoid the creation of an organised and racially united working elass: and, finally, Africans whose

workplace mobility was curtailed and whose share of urban welfare initiatives was severely

restricted.
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Tensions between Boer and."3ritain in South Africa were so great before World Wax One that

the 'Race Question' more commonly referred to relations between English speakers and Afrikaners

than relations between white and black. Ii The adoption of a racial division of labour on the mines

rekindled antagonism from the Anglo-Boer War. The exclusion of unskilled Afrikaners from gang

labour very quickly challenged the position of skilled European miners. High wages paid to whites

on the Rand 7 inflated production costs and threatened the viability of the entire mining enterprise.

As Africans became increasingly skilled, and as mechanisation reduced the need for underground

craft labour, the mines were pleased to reduce the ratio between white and black workers from 1:8

in 1910, to 1:12 in 1922. In the same period productivity increased.' The tenuous position of the

English miners was highlighted by the 1907 strike. The strike Was broken by the employment of

unskilled Afrikaner'! as scab labour in positions that had beep eroded to purely supervisory jobs. S

(i

Race was a crucial determinant of workplace opportunity in the first two decades of the

twentieth century, yet miscegenation W:~3rarely mentioned. Adopting the black American leader

Booker T. Washington's idea that social differentiation was a natural human condition, 1 0 South

Africans from many walks of life embraced territorial not urban segregation as the solution to the

'native problem'. Although there is some evidence of eugenicist ideas about the inferiority of blacks

and the importance of maintaining racial purity, eugenics and social Darwinism only became more

fashionable among South African officials after the First World War with the rise of manufacturing

and urban expansion. 1 1 In the pre- W at period, urban cohabitation of African workers with

unemployed and underemployed whites did generate ruling class anxiety because of the fear that

poor whites' resistance to economic insecurity would assume all explicitly working class character.

Foremost among the feai- of capital were the possibilities of racially united working-class

organisation and communism.! 2 This was no idle threat, as the turbulent mining disputes

demonstrated.

{

Mining was the dominant economic activity in South Africa before the First World War,

employing a quarter of all the national workforce. 1 3 The geographical, extent of the poor white

problem extended beyond the precinct of the mines; it was a phenomenon experienced across the

country, but felt most acutely in the large urban centres Poor whites lived in city shuns, where
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many resorted to crime as a means of eking out a living. Two illegal activities often associated with

newly urbanised Africans, the illicit selling of liquor and prostitution, were similarly well-established

niches of poor whites. 3. 4 In the early 1910s,an estimated ten per cent of Johannesburg's Afrikaner

unemployed subsisted through the sale of banned 'white-man's' liquor to Africans. 1 I The 1913

Select Committee on the Poor White Question spared no punches in identifying the social

significance of informal liquor retailing: "the efficacy of the ideology of racism as a means of

exerting control over Africans is challenged by the behaviour of poor whites". 1 6 African corruption

by poor whites in racially mixed urban slums was also an ongoing concern among white liberals

who maintained that residential segregation should be instituted as African tribal ways were

detrimentally eroded by exposure to poor whites in cities." 7

The emergence of job reservation and the 'civilised' labour policy are well understood state

responses to the weak. labour market positions of skilled ami unskilled whites respectively. By

contrast, attitudes to the residential conditions of the white working class arc poorly understood,

There is a small literature on protective urban strategies to aid poor white women, but it tends to

focus on the depression years of the 19305 rather than on the early twentieth century.! I Less

specific consideration of early urban welfare projects are found in Milner's forays into poor white

relief work through town planning in Johannesburg in the pose-Beer .lar reconstruction period.

The interests of capital and the state were played out in municipal poor white employment projects

in much the same way as they did in the introduction of job reservation. 1• In subsequent decades

job reservation is known to have been, at the very least, compatible with capitalist profit. The

economic function of white welfare is less clearly understood.

<,
The sustained urban welfare policies towards whites which Milner initiated after the Anglo-Boer

Wor appeared to have faltered with the depression of 1906·1909that forced an increasing numb-r

of whites into towns. It has even been suggested that, notwithstanding keen interest in particular

quarters, South Africa failed to follow the English example ''!t by the passage of the 1909Housing

and Town Planning Act that gave local authorities power to close insanitary buildings.

Consequently, the Union allegedly lagged behind several other Dominions. notably Canada,

Australia and New Zealand in securing effective town planning for the colonial population. 2 II On

(\
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the contrary, planning developments from one of the most neglected decades of South African

urban history, the 1910s, reveals extensive efforts to secure legislation exactly like the British

provisions; first for British South Africans and subsequently for all white South Africans.

Dr Charles Porter and pre-World War One town planning

(I

Official attitudes toward town planning and public health before the First World Wax are

revealed by examining the personality and career of Johannesburg's first full-time Medical Officer

of Health (MalI), Charles Porter, who was recruited by Lord Milner in 1901. Lionel Curtis, the

Johannesburg Town Clerk who would soon become Assistant Colonial Secretary (and who was

also a leading member of Milner's Kindergarten), declared Porter "the only worthy applicant" for

the important municipal post and conceded to Porter's demand for the handsome salary of £.2000

per annum on the basis of his extensive English experience ill Public Health.21 Milner's and

Curtis' confidence in the appointee's commitment to municipal government was well justified, The

Johannesburg Medical Officer went on to playa centra! role in extending municipal control of

urban affairs, thereby ensuring conditions conducive to permanent European immigrant settlement

in the rough South African mining town. Increasing English-speaking settlement in South Africa

to outnumber Afrikaners was, after all, a major objective of Milner's reconstruction

government. 2. 2. Porter also served on more than a dozen Transvaal, and Union, commissions on

issues related to health and urban planning.f 3 Porter's powerful character and influential position

as the MOB of the country's largest and fastest growing city gave him enormous influence. But

modern town planning was not the product of one colonial officer's grand design. The

Johannesburg official was the first of series of powerful white South African men for whom

planning was both a personal and professional obsession. Stuttaford (patron of Pinelands, South

Africa's first Garden City) and Col. Bowling (best known for his work on the first Reef town plans)

were similar people who were active in later decades,2." Porter's views are, however, indicative of

how the problems of the towns were seen by early Union municipal officials almost all of whom

were English, even in Pretoria. and Bloemfontein. 2 •



Porter's attitudes to town planning were shaped by his English experience and training. Like so

many colonials, for example Australia's "Town Planning Missionary" Reade, Porter had a high

regard for the leadership role of the"mother country.21 He also openly sought inspiration from

planning activities elsewhere in the British Empire. notably India and Australia. Despite his

admiration for German and even American urban developments, his point of reference on urban

policy remained British. His letters and reports are littered with references to England and the

English experience. A keen reader, with an energetic interest in the embryonic field of town

planning, Porter religiously collected and passed on professional papers to other Council

officials.2 7 If Milner sought a disciple to carry the gospel of British South Africanism into the

municipal arena he could have wished for no more diligent a recruit than Porter. His commitment

to the British model of town planning and its application in South Africa was unquestionable.

Porter was profoundly influenced by the new international ideas of urban reform and state

responsibility for securing the satisfactory housing and health of the urban working class, and he

spared no effort in pressing for effective legislative powers to secure his objective of orderly, low

density garden city development. Within two years of his appointment in the rapidly growing and

disorderly Johannesburg, Porter had drafted, and WI\S effectively implementing, extensive anti .slurn

controls. These, he proudly reminded everyone, closely parallelled the subsequent English Town

Planning Act of 1909.2' The local ordinance Was,however, declared ultra vires by the Transvaal

Provincial Council, who ordered that the legal domain belonged with the Province not the city.

Porter wall forced to campaign for new measures to control overcrowding in Johannesburg. Having

established himself in Johannesburg and familiarised himself with the peculiar aspects of the South

African situation, Porter worked hard to get public health and town planning legislation passed.

In common with the efforts of philanthropists like Bishop Lavis and municipal" o~cials and
"

professional health personnel like Cluver (the 1918mayor of Stellenbosch and future UrJon MOH)

and Jasper Anderson from Cape Town, Porter's efforts at first appear 3:tl uncritical mimicking of

British town planning action. The campaign for public health legislation was, however, rapidly

transformed in an attempt to deal with peculiarly South Africa urban issues. Foremost among these

was the proliferation of inadequate living quarters for the racially integrated working class in the

industrial centres.
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Public health and urban reform

After the political unification of South Africa! Porter extended his sphere of influence beyond

Johannesburg as he agitated for the introduction of a Provincial and later a South African

equivalent of the English Housing and Town Planning Act of 1909. In particular he was keen for

local authorities to acquire power to close uninhabitable buildings. In canvassing local support he

also stressed the importance of establishing separate residential areas or 'locations' for Africans,

coloureds and Indians as an integral part of general town planning provisions. For Porter it was "a

most important mattes from the public health point of view" (his emphasis) to extend existing

powers pertaining to Africans, and to force coloureds and Indians to live in racially segregated

municipal locations. Porter, however, understood that the oppression of British Indians in South

Africa had already drawn unwanted political heat He also recognised that having Cape coloureds

on the voters role constrained state segregationist action. Conceding that, "for high political

reasons", it was unrealistic for the Government to hope for restrictions on coloured and Indian

settlement, Porter took comfort that where enforced urban segregation was not possible some

measure of voluntary segregation was evident. 2 I On the subject of segregation, Porter remained

convinced that Africans' proper place while in white urban areas was in locations. In Johannesburg

he continued to badger the Council to provide houses for some 7 000 Africans &0 that the black

slum known as the Malay Location could be cleared. 3 0

Porter favoured racial segregation and saw it as an integral part of effective public health control.

In common with officials throughout the British Empire, 3 1 he believed that the poor (whom he

identified as comprising "mean whites, colou.ed people and Asiatics") were incapable of "even

passable cleanliness",3;t Significantly, Porter's position on the need for segregation was not

founded on the racist conviction that Africans were any greater sanitary threat than poor whites.

Responding to the 1912 smallpox outbreak, the MO.H corrected segregationist zealots mobilising

for African removal on the basis of the outbreak. of disease by pointing out that not only was the

incidence of smallpox among urban Africans low, but that in a decade of working in Johannesburg

he did not know of any instance in which an African had introduced smallpox into a white

f.uni1y.33
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The Johannesburg MOH's attitudes to race and sanitation were 110teccentric, nor was he

renouncing standing municipal attitudes to 'the native menace,.3,. Recognition of tne growth of

white poverty and the new non-racial character of the urban underclass did not make Porter

abandon his commitment to the ideal of segregation; he repeatedly recommended the physical

separation of black and white residential areas. 3 II Like other advocates of intra-urban segregation,

such as the Rustenburg Magistrate and Native Commissioner Stubbs." S Porter argued that

Africans were not only poor, but that their tribal ways left them ill-equipped to deal with the health

and social hazards of the city. African access to urban areas should, therefore, be restricted to

supervised municipal locations. 3 7 Crucially, in the light of white urban poverty, Porter's

commitment to segregation extended to regulating whites' urban conditions as well t9 as those of

Africans.

According to Porter, African urban exclusion or restriction would alleviate but not obviate the

need for slum control: poor whites (and, unavoidably, coloureds and Indians) would remain within

the formal city. In his view, the dependence of the white urban poor on unscrupulous developers

of overcrowded housing and rent racketeering landlords necessitated the passage of anti-slum and

public health legislation.F" Porter was thus a. segregationist in two respects: he did not believe

Africans had any inalienable right to urban residence, and he tried to establish regulations by which

a white industrial city which conformed to the most modem and stringent Western planning

standards could be assured.

()

Charles Porter began his personal campaign for public health legislation with a push to enact

the 1912Transvaal Local Government Bill. He lobbied and was able to include a few important

public health clauses in the Transvaal Bill to deal specifically with the prevention of site

overcrowding. 3 II In order to harness public support for his cause Porter organised press releases

that drew attention. to the relationship between health and bad housing conditions. ,. 0 He also

initiated public lectures on the subject. The famous architect Herbert Baker was persuaded to

deliver a public address on the desirability of low urban density. It 1 The Medical Officer's efforts

were not in vain and the call for urban reform in South Africa received a war n local and

international reception, 1t.2 Porter's interest, expertise and reputation in town planning matters grew

(I
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with his involvement in the drafting and passage of the Transvaal Bill and its subsequent

amendment in 1916. He also developed extensive overseas connections with academics and

practitioners with whom he swapped notes about the kind of terminology that might be

incorporated in proposed legislation, " 3

Around Easter of 1914, while reading professional planning journals, Porter noticed an

announcement of a forthcoming Town Planning Summer School. Abandoning his visit to the East

and Australia, the MOH went instead to London where, while staying at the Empire Club, he

attended the course presented "by all the leading experts" While in England, Porter renewed links

with his erstwhile municipal colleagues, and initiated contact with Birmingham Councillors and

several garden city developers. Unfortunately for Porter, the outbreak of war prevented him from

visiting the garden housing schemes of Hereford, Harborne and Letchworth, Nevertheless, the

lecture course and his rewarding personal contact with Unwin, author of the influential. Town

Planning in Practice, rekindled Porter's drive to design South African public health legislation that

encompassed the fundamentals of new English planning practices.,. ,.

o

Almost everything Porter advocated for South Africa was based on English law and English

experience, but he was nevertheless vigorously opposed to certain aspects of overseas metropolitan

planning. The London course exposed him to published criticism of elements of Britain's W90

Housing and Working Classes Act that required a local authority to rebuild on the ~'t;lof slum

clearance schemes. The remarks bolstered his own position that rebuilding should be on the urban

periphery where land was cheaper, The maxim of the Summer School was to "evacuate slums into

the country hy cheap transit to cheap dwellings with gardens", This was the central idea he hawked

before policy makers in South Africa. J6 I

Back from Britain, the MOIl's campaign shifted from the provincial to the national level. Porter

was again foremost among those who championed the passage Q,f' a national Public Health Act, and

he was not shy to suggest the form it should take. It I However, within six months of returning to

South Africa from London, Porter assumed active war duty as the Union's principal Sanitation
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Officer. The additional responsibilities of war work meant that the issues of health, slums and

segregation were shelved for the duration of the hostilities.

Porter was one of the first men to initiate a public campaign for strong legislative powers that

would give municipalities greater control over public health and slum removals. A significant, but

by no means unanimous body of opinion concurred with his interpretation of the nature and

solution to urban problems. Porter's idea that removing blacks from the white city was necessary,

but not sufficient, to solve urban health problems was widely accepted by diver. 'constituencies ':"at

included civil servants, organised white labour and even mining capitalists. Yet these apparently

representative opinions were surprisingly omitted from the Draft Public Health Bill presented to the

19 j 9 Parliament.

A draft Public Health Bill was prepared as early as 1913, but because the Commissions on

venereal disease (VD) and tuberculosis (TB) had not yet reported, the Bill was delayed. The

demands of war for a fit and healthy population both for defence and for the "industrial and

economic struggle that lay ahead" provided a rude reminder of unfinished business." 7 Even before

the close of the First World War, a national consultative conference on Public Health was briefed

to make recommendations 011 matters such as housing, water, and infectious diseases. Porter's

gospel was that regulations in line with English town planning norms were necessary if any measure

of effective local government control was to be brought to bear on problems in urban slums. This

position was widely articulated by several delegates from the larger municipalities to the 1918 Public

Health Conference. Porter himself was still on war duty and did not attend the gathering held in

Bloemfontein. Milne. his young deputy, who ultimately succeeded him in the position of MOH

of Johannesburg, attended in his stead. Other delegates included representatives of the Provincial

Municipal Associations and all the major municipalities, as well as members of prominent welfare

organisations. 4 3

The conference convened in September 1918, only weeks before the outbreak of the Spanish

Influenza Epidemic that would kill 150 000 people in South Africa." t The timing of the

Conference is important as the form of much post-First World Wf1:Csegregation or '\;ative policy',
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including the passage of Public Health Bill, has been incorrectly ascribed to the impact' of 'Black

October'." 0 Undoubtedly, the high death toll from influenza and the first evidence of the rash of

industrial unrest that culminated in the white miners strike of 19'22,lent urgency to calls for urban

reform. But, the Bloemfontein Public Health Conference, and the fairly rapid passage of the Public;
'\

Health Act, occurred before the full impact of these socially and politically disruptive events were

felt. The conference, rather than the epidemic, provides us with an important benchmark of

segregationist thinking.

The discussion around the Public Health Bill and associated legislation concerned mostly

technical medical matters such as which diseases should be notifiable, Wider policy debates that

drew attention included the thorny problem of who should cover the cost of public health care in

urban areas. 5;1. The question involved more than just the familiar fiscal struggle between two tiers

of government. 'Ih~~financial framework of health care, whereby local authorities were discouraged

from treating Africans with TB or VD because they were only given a skeleton budget to pay for

African health treatment, put in place the practice of repatriating sick Africans to rural areas, In

practice this meant that only healthy, able-bodied workers remained in urban areas. 52 This policy

was made more explicit four years later in the provisions of the 1923NUAA.

o

The racial character of disease was not addressed directly at either the Bloemfontein meeting

or in the ensuing the Public Health Act. Nevertheless, several general comments reveal an unspoken

consensus that territorial segregation provided the solution to the growing problem of disease

among Africans in 'white' urban areas, Dr Mitchell, the Union's Acting-MOll made it clear that

whereas TB and VD were primarily diseases affecting African people, their occurrence in mainly

lura! areas meant that treatment was of "little concern to local authorities", He did recognise,

however, that territorial segregation was incomplete and that a sizeable percentage of infected

Africans lived in 'white' towns. Built into his funding formula for urban TB care was the

hospitalisation of whites, coloureds and the "better class of Native", Mitchell's own admission that

TB was exacerbated by conditions of residential overcrowding, was taken up by several municipal

officials who pointed out that state subsid'sation of African locations was required to curtail the

spread of TB, 5 3 Particular difficulties of providing affordable sanitary housing for urban Africans,
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and the greater impact of disease on the black community, were acknowledged by convenors and

delegates to the Conference. In pure medical mattera, ar .! illore especially in applied town planning

concerns, however, representatives proceeded to debate public health in much the same way as if

the meeting had been held in New Zealand, the United Kingdom or Canada. The ambition of the

delegates and convenors was to convince government of the virtues of establishing sanitary urban

conditions the.! w~~;J. alleviate the poor white problem and encourage colonial settlement in South

A~.:an cities.

Public health and slums

The repatriation of sick people and the screening of African urban immigrants for VD and TB

was only one aspect of the strategy to create sanitised cities. Action against slums also received

special consideration in discussions about a desirable public health policy. One of the major

objectives of the Public Health Act was to unite the disparate pre- Union Provincial laws that

operated in the absence of national alternatives. The formulation of national legislation offered the

opportunity to refine unsatisfactory aspects of existing law. Local authority representatives to the

Bloemfontein Conference agreed on several elements to be included in the new Public Health Act.

Municipalities wanted to retain powers to condemn and demolish insanitary buildings and to

prevent overcrowding. They also wished to restrict compensation payments to the market value of

site and building materials. The aim was to prevent rent racketeers demanding exorbitant

compensation based on rental incomes of condemned structures. In a measure that would have

beet I rejected by Porter, who was opposed to local authorities becoming landlords, the

representatives of some local authorities wanted the power to build, manage, and acquire

low-income housing, and to do this with the assistance of subsidised loans front central

government. 54 It was also suggested that 'on the basis of Cr ,1C Town's difficulties in clearing the

slum of Wells Square, these loans should be granted to local authorities without requiring the

o consent of ratepayers. In that way "sectional interests" could be prevented from blocking slum

r
(:~ clearance programmes. II 5
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Two contentious issues raised at the Bloemfontein Conference reflect the frustration exeerienced

by municipal bodies in financing slum clearances and public health programmes, Delegates were

divided on a motion that the government OppOSCthe manufacture and sale of alcohol in the

interests of health. Given that Natal's entire location system was financed by the proceeds of the

municipal monopo'v of beer, resistance to this abolitionist motion was predictable. In contrast to

the liquor question, there was abso.ete unanimity among the predominantly civil service

representatives that mine-owned land on the Witwatersrand, then protected from sale ,y the

Precious and HarmMinerals Act, should be bought at 191Rprices for future housing development

that would alleviate pressure 0[' dty slums.! " Some measure of the powerful influence of rnin'ng

interests on Government is suggested hy the fact that this motion on mining disappeared

without trace from any further offlcial discussions 011 urban. development.

Despite the extensive \~(~batcat Bloemfontein over the technicalities of the town planning

component (111' proposed public health legislation, the draft Public Health Bill contained virtually

no clauses dealing with urban planning. I 7 In the wake of the 1918 influenza epidemic, the Bill

was rushed through the 1919 session of Parllament, leaving insufficient time fbi' the Public Health

Department to circulate the document to the municipal medical officers who would h· the major

users. The haste to P:lSS the Dill did not prevent Porter, by then back at work in Johannesburg,

from raising several questions about the Bill 'with his tHt..d Dr Arnold. the Union MOIl Porter's

anxiety focused on the "regrettable" omission of town planning provisions from the proposed

legislation. His influence was such that he was immediately granted a personal interview with 1)1'

Mitchell, the Union's Deputy MOll who had drafted the Bill.I' Parliamentary opposition, and

criticism from Porter and other municipal medical offlcere, caused the Bin to be referred to a Select

Committee where all the major municipalities were able to give evidence, II. In response to

municipal "pinion on the desirability of formalising and extending local authority regulation of

urban density, the Bill was amended to the satisfaction of at least the Johannesburg MOII.;i 0 All

other aspects of town planning legislation raised by delegates to the Cuntercnce on Public Health

were postponed for discussion to be co-ordinated by the new Housing Commission that was created

under the auspices of the Ministry ()f I Icalth, It l

"
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Municipal officials had been at the forefront of the demand for urban reform. specifically

requesting powers to monitor disease and control slums, In the aftermath of the Influenza Epidemic

the cry for more extensive town planning controls was taken up by the press, G % professional

organisations, and a growing band of liberal-minded reformers. G 3 The most influential of the new

pressure groupings was the white Labour Party. By virtue of their 1919municipal election victory

in Johannesburg, and the attainment of a record number of scats in the national election three

months later, Ii It the Interests of the white working class were publicised and institutionalised, not

least in the passage of the Housing Act,

Whereas the Public Health Conference provided a platform for municipal involvement in the

drafting of legislation, a rather dlffcrent consultative process was established by the Housing

Commission. Local authority advice was sought on two specific issues, During visits to

municipalities across the Union, the Housing Commission canvassed opinion on desirable revisions

~)the 1919 Unhealthy Areas Bin, which resembled the first part of Britain's 18(1) Housing of the

Working Classes Act and its V(lri()11S amendments. The English legislation allowed the dzmolition

of whole areas (~fslum housing and established the imperative of rehousing (preferably on site).

The South African version of the Act was unsuccessfully brought before the 1919 session of

Parliament. • I The Cmnmission also sought local authority opinions on the desirabil ty of the

introduction of government loans for new housing construction. Funding low income housing ,1m~

slum clearances were two of three major problems that arose at Bloemfontein but were omitted

from tim Public Health Act. The third area of concern, the need to restrict density and prevent

overcrowding, Was ignored hy the Housing Commission's enquiry, as it was adequately addressed

in the Public Health Act. ' I

i (,
Municipal responses to the probings of the Housing Commission reveal the extent to which

town planning measures of this kind were seen as issues pertaining prima.'ily to white urban

residents, The Unhealthy Areas Bill made no mention of race yet several municipalities interpreted

the Bill as a measure directed at white shun residents. The request for thoughts 011 housing loami

for peopk, of limitl'd means explicitly included "coloured persons and natives", Nevertheless, the

Bloemfontein Town Council interpreted the Housing Commission's brief more selectively. It used
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the opportunity to point out that poor whites drifting to the towns and "herding ill the most

insanitary places thro' their lack of means and efficiency" constituted a "national menace", On

account of the national rather than local nature of the problem, Bloemfontein officials suggested

that powers should be granted to remove and relocate poor whites from slums. Any costs incurred

should be borne equally by central and local government. '7 No mention was made of the housing

problems of the black community. The reputedly liberal nature of the Bloemfontein Council's

response to the slum problem in their city is surprising: only months before the town's black

population was especially badly hit by influenza, a fac widely attributed to the abysmal living

conditions. ' •

The Johannesburg Town Council opposed the I :.~l ':Jt'lj' Areae Bill 011 the grounds that the

law was unnecessary except III Cape Town, from where the Johannesburg MOn speculated the

Bill had emanated. '111C only area of slum housing in Johannesburg was the Malay Location, and

it was already owned by the Council, which had all the necessary powers to clear the slum and

house the African residents in locations. $' In the opinion of the Johannesburg Council, all that

was required was legal assistance to prevent "white and coloured people" mixing in the slums, and

to restrict the widespread practice of rent "racketeering that was allegedly most acute among poor

whites, According to Porter, racial residential mixing was something that could be alleviated in part

by guaranteed loans on new construction for white housing. '1 "

(I

At the same time as municipal professionals across South Africa reported on the desirability of

loans for building municipal housing schemes, the Johannesburg Labour Party took independent

action to address the housing problem. The party made the plight of poor whites living in slums a

central local and national election issue after the First World War. '11 Following Labour's victory

in the Johannesburg Council elections, their leaders sought the advice and experience of Charles

Porter in drafting legislation that would guarantee state loans for white housing construction.

Typically, Porter left his mark on the proposal. II;! persuaded the Johannesburg drafters of the

Transvaal Housing Bill that although the state should be asked to guarantee loans for housing,

loans should not be subsidised. Subsidised or sub-economic loans would mean that Johannesburg

residents and businesses, who paid two thirds of all Union taxes, would effectively cover the cost
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was the product of the Housing Commission's deliberations." 3

of low interest loans granted to other municipalities. 7 2 The Bill should not have been

controversial, as all the other provinces already had the powers the Labour Party was demanding

for the Transvaal. Nevertheless, Prime:Minister Smuts initially disallowed parliamentary discussion

on the Bill as its provisions only pertained to the Transvaal. After brief discussion the 1919

Transvaal Housing Bill was rejected and its provisions were included in the 1920 Housing Act that
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The town planning provisions that fanned part of the South African Public Heaith Act of 1919

and the 1920 Housing Act bore a close resemblance to the resolutions adopted by th.e international

community at the Inter-Allied Housing arJ Town Planning Congress held in P.-ris at the start of

1920. South African adoption of international planning principles 011 overcrowding, housing

funding, and slum removals were a deliberate endeavour to forge segregationist urban policies by

enhancing the urban conditions of whites. The Public Health Act and tho Housing Act employed

racially neutral language because it was assumed that the provisions of the A{.1swould not. apply

to Africans for whom separate legislation was already being created. 'I '"

The most ominous portent of shifting post-War attitudes to segregationist policies in which

increasing stress was placed on enforcing restrictions on black residence rather than enhancing white

urban protection and privilege, was the testimony of Johannesburg's Medical Officer. Reporting

to the Housing Commission, Porter conceded that while he supported the state's guarantee of

housing loans to whites, he now understood that the real resolution of housing shortages and the

urban slum problem lay in the removal of Africans. Having secured the means by which he believed

white workers could be protected from rent racketeering and overcrowding, Porter became an

advocate of the next stage of urban segregationist planning: the eviction of blacks from the sanitised

white city. 'I "



Conclusion

Consideration of the motives behind the introduction of early town planning regulations, that

most commonly took the form of anti-slum legislation, draws attention to the gap that exists in

South African segregationist literature about the causes of intra-urban race separation. Sanitation

has correctly been identified as the metaphor which colonialists first invoked to justify the

establishment of segregatedlocations that facilitated the control of'urbanised African workers. The

sanitation literature tends to focus on the urban 'native menace', yet in the opening years of the

century the living conditions of P oor whites also challenged the unfettered development of industry

in South Africa.

English ideas about town planning were initiated by Lord Milner who sought to re-create

English towns on the highveld SI) as to aar ct immigrants and prevent Afrikaner control of state

apparatuses. The exclusion of unskilled whites from most unskilled labour in the towns generated

a political crisis whose resolution was sought in the creation of a unified white identity. The

abysmal conditions of 'urban slums where marginalised blacks and whites lived, demanded urban

reform if racial unity was to be achieved, Drawing on the European tradition of establishing a

sanitised urban environment for the respectable working c1(15s,town planning measures were sought

that would prevent overcrowding and facilitate the removal of whites from slums. Simultaneously

measures were proposed to exclude Africans from cities. The adoption of the Public Health Act

and Housing Act some years before the acceptance of the Natives (Urban Areas) Act highlights the

dual strategy employed by the state to control the urban working class, a sizable proportion \)1'

whom were white.

Discussion of the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century origir~sof residential segregation

generally ignores whites, other than noting the fact that segregationist officials found racial mixing

unacceptable and sought a resolution to the problem by removing blacks. The emergence of a poor

white population that challenged the social order on which the advance of industrialisation

depended, made it imperative to enforce residential segregation. Segregation, by African relocation

to compounds or locations offered the possibility of controlling the African workforce. The poor

white population was not always employed and, unlike Africans, whites were wholly dependent on
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urban wages for subsistence, The state, therefore, sought to protect whites by condoning job

reservation and through urban welfare programmes,

Porter responced to the challenges of urban poverty by invoking colonial legislation to contain

slum development only once insanitary conditions manifested themselves among the colonial or

white community. Town planning regulations therefore were not directed at Africans whose visible

presence in urban sr...')', ,I,lh restric ed to mines r,.: l"~)3tions. Once industrialisation brought large

l A number of useful essays appear in Morrell, R. (ed.), White but Poor, Pretoria, 1992. SL'C also
Carnegie Commission Report, The Poor White Problem In South Africa, val. I, Pretoria,
1932; The earlier period is touched on by Cammack, D., The Rand at War: The
Witwatersrand Q1W the Anglo Boer War, /899-1902, London, 1990.

numbers of Africans :'.!o the heart r- " ",(1ns were depicted as a 'native menace' and a

coherent urban 'native' policy was sought as th~ panacea for urban sanitary, political and labour

supply problems. The racially separate administration of urban slum communities was confi-med

by the introduction of the Natives (Urban Areas) Act in 1923.
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CHAPTER ffiREE

RACIAL, SOCIAL AND SPATIAL DIFFERENTIATION UNDER THE

NAUVES (URBAN AREAS) ACT OF 1923

Public discussion of race and racial difference predated the 1910 unification of South Africa. 1

Despite ambiguity over racial classification there was a plethora of laws governing aspects of

everyday life from walking on a street pavement, to voting and property rights. Twentieth century

industrialisation increased racial mixing in the towns and created 11' ,\V points of conflict between the

races. African urbanisation in the 1010s and 19205 confirmed that cities would no longer be the

preserve of colonial officials and their servanrs. After Union, and even more so after the First World

War, few whites deviated from the view that the future, of South Africa lay in the towns and

depended on the resolution of "the urban native problem'," The Natives (Urban Areas) Act No.

21 of 1923 (NUAA) was to provide the legislative framework for the resolution of all conflict over

the growing settled African population of the towns.

(i

From a Union administrative point of view, the passing of legislation pertaining to Africans ill

urban areas was an essential step towards establishing a systematic policy of 'native administration'

The 1913 Land Act and the 1920 Native Administration Act created territorial and political

structures governing Africans in rural areas. Parallel legislation for urban districts was sought

urgently. The idea of a specific urban policy for Africans was therefore part of a more general

strategy of segregation that was already in place in the rural reserves, in industry, and in transport

and school segregation." Unlike other spheres where discriminatory regulations had evolved over

decades of daily activity, or were formulated by particular interest groups (e.g, the mines) in

response to crises (e.g. strikes), the shaping of urban segregation policies initially appeared almost

democratic, at least by South African standards. Public opinion on the government's proposals was

solicited actively."

o



where some crucial changes in the Bill were agreed to.' Yet, in the initial stages of consultation,

substantial revisions were accepted that both altered the substance of the legislation and tightened

its objectives. The existing emphasis on the link between urban segregatio» and the creation and

control of an Afdcan migrant labour force miSS(~S other important social and planning processes

ushered in under the NUAA. The pre-Parliamentary debates that arc now scattered across

provincial, municipal and private archival collections reveal that the draft Native Urban Area Hu1

(NUAB) was manipulated to delineate urban controls on coloured people, thereby forging a

separate coloured racial identity. The 1918 Bill was premised loosely on the idea that the Public

Health Act would secure a portion of towns where minimum colonial urban standards for settlers

could be maintained. The implieit assumption was that coloureds and Indians were unlikely to

occupy these sanitised districts for cost and cultural reasons. Racial tnixing among black people

would be prevented by the scgrl.lgationof Africans in locations under the new hlgislation. '

There has been a tendency to ignore the diverse responses to the 1918 and 1922 Bills out of

which the NUAA emerged, and to fO':U5 on published submissions to the Select Committee of 19.22

In addition to tightening the definition of 'African' and 'coloured", the state, through the

NUAA, sought to regulate the workforce on which the diversifying post-World War One South

African economy depended. It was the objective, rather than the unintended consequence of the

NUAA to create a reliable, manageable supply of semi-skilled labour through the soda!

differentiation of the African population into rural dwellers, urban migrants and permanently settled

urbanites. This was achieved in three ways. Fir5t~permanently urbanised Africans hall to he

distinguished from migrants when in the cities. Sl.~(~()nll,African living standards had to he

improved as the physical, social and political environment of the slums mitigated against productive

employment. Third, the strategy nf fashioning a regulated and ~mgrcgatcltAfrican urban working

class depended 011 finding funds for locations that did not drain resources from whites. Amendments

to the Natives Urban Areas Bills therefore coalesced around the racial. social and spatial

differentiation of the urban WOk t .Ig class.

The ideological imprecision of condoning a non-migrant Ai\can urban population while

simultaneously embracing a policy of segregating AfncHns within rural reserves created practical

(:
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confusion. The ambiguous urban management strategies contained in the 191h and 1922Bills were

challenged, particularly by local authorities who bore the brunt of daily urban administration, and

by blacks whose urban status was at stake. Both constituencies wished to clarify the position of

the growing number of Africans who had dropped all rural tics and for whom the cities were their

only home. It transpired that black opinion on urban areas policy was almost wholly

disregarded, 1 but the submissions from local authorities had enormous impact on the final form

(If the NUAA.

Race d(~finitionand urban poIic.~y

The consultation process embarked upon by Prime Minister Smuts when the 1918 Bill was

released in January, was rather different to that adopted in the case of the 1919 Public Health Bill.

In that case a single conference provided local authorities and other interested patties Vtith a forum

to voice their opinions on the subject. A general conference fill urban African policy along the linee

of that convened for the Public Health Bin was thwarted by the 1922 strike.' In any event, over a

period of almost four ycara, first the Native Affairs Department (NAD). and after 1920the Native

Affairs Commission (NAC), solicited extensive responses, either by visiting or by corresponding

with appropriate constituencies. Copies of the Bill written in the vernacular were distributed at

location mCl~t:~H;,fbllowing initial concern to open the consultation prOi:CS8to as wide an audience

as possible, Africun scepticism over the Ilill and the extent to which Afd(~an interests would be

weighed seriously proved to be well founded. Consultative meetings with location residents very

quickly gave W,IY hi fhrm\\lly drafted submissions on behalf of the mom powerful 10\'<11

"uthoritk~s.· It was in this manner that the Orani" Free State «)l'S) local authorities were able to

efrect one IIf the more critical rcvlsions ttl the Nl lAB even before it reached the second

(

'j
One consequence of the na:ionally applicable NlIAA was t(71revoke provincial and !U\."J'tp ..l

legal restrictions 011 urban segregation. In the ors and Transvaal this gaw coloureds equal ktf, I

status to white people. 1 0 This meant not only free residential lceational choice, but also that

coloured land owners could vote in town elections. 'Ihis privilege l.un~ady existed in the more liberal
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Cape, but it was vigorously opposed in the conservative Free State. The NAC had not considered

the impact of the Bill on coloureds at all, and construed the legislation as improving the position

of "Europeans and Natives". When confronted by Bloemfontein Officials' objections to the vised

status of coloureds of the Province, the NAt stood by their implicit exemption of coloureds from

urban segregation. 1 1 Smuts, however, wished to avoid incorporating the politically contcnuous

'coloured question' into the NUAB debate which he hoped would not assume a party-political

character. 1. 2 Confrontation between the central and local state was averted and an apparently

happy compromise was forged through careful redrafting of the 1918 Bill: only legislation

pertaining to Africarrswas revoked, while the position of coloureds remained unchanged.! 3 By this

action, however, coloured people not only received Ol).C of several blows to their citizenship lights

vis-a-vis whites, but the process of 'coloured' race-creation received ~lCW impetus.

11m conservative position of Free State officials on questions of race arc evident in the early

11}20saction of the Bloemfontein Council. An area of ground for occupation by (coloureds had been

laid out and the Council was keen to see its establishment. The usual paternalism i)t(;vailcd as the

Town Council explained that it was not in the coloureds' best interests t\) live in town "in close

association with drink and other ~vlls which tend to degradation of themselves and their

')

children". 1 It Signitkantly. the segregated scheme drew support from organised coloured opinion

in the form of the African Peoples' Organisation (APO).l I The APO feared that coloureds would

be grouped with Africans and would be incorporated under the Nl lAB. Under the guise of

imploring the Town Council to recognise the fact that "coloured people, though yellow in colour,

POSSQS., the intellectual and brain development of the white man", end that in Bloemfontein

coloured people "knew their place" and had not tried to move into white suburbs, the APO tried

to secure a guarantee of'frcehold under the old (WS law No. H of lRiU, a right thl!Y had hitherto

been di.micd.1' Nut surprisingly, white segrc3ationists made much of the coloured organisntiora'

request for segregation and ignored their demand for freehold. 1 '1 Europeans across the Province

were champions of the principle of total segregation according to which only whites could enjoy full

urban privileges, .\1i'kmlS would be restricted to designated rural districts, and coloureds would be

barred from in ..md owning property in selected portions of towns. 1t
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A compromise was reached between the central government and the OFS, whereby the standard

of coloured citizenship in the Province would be raised by granting segregated but freehold suburbs

with some measure of self..government under the auspices of town councils. 1 II This provincial

softening on the question of extending freehold to non ..Europeans appears to haw been a response

to the NAC's reticence to recommend the amendment of the 1918 Bill unless adequate alternative

provision was made for coloureds 2 0 OJ'S officials were faced with the choice of having coloureds

equated with whites, Of placed in a. separate category with urban rights over and above those

historically allowed coloureds or Africans. Even this discriminatory position was not automatically

accepted by white Free Stote hard-liners.

The principle of racial differentiation introduced by the Nl JAB was vociferously opposed by the

Ladybrand delegate to the Provincial Council. He regarded coloured people as "bastards", who

sh ..iuld ~,c exclud, ;,from any urban rights, "rather than his distinction being reeogniscd,/:t 1Similar

sentiments about how giving coloureds recognition over Africans was simply "the thin edge of the

wedge" were proffered by delegates fl om the small platteland towns of Rouxville and Winburg.

Perhaps they, like the Bloemfontein I ocation Superintendent, believed that jf coloureds were given

freehold tenure and trading rights they would rise to a point from which they could challenge tho

In the II)lOs and early 1<l20sthe perceived imperative of'preser ~ngwhite racial purity was rarely

challenged, but .he most dkl'th c m.-thod of achieving this was contested. What the NUAH offered

economically protected position of the Boers, :11

mnnicipalities was a wclcorn ..' mechanism for preventing the racial mixing ,.1' whites and Atricl.ll\s

in urban slums. Moreover, the innovation of segregating African and coloured residential t'(F l\tcr,~

promised the guardians purity ,blditioual protection against the creation of a "snuff and

(

irurusion of black blond int, \ the white race, even whcn whitl! and

(

separation of
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to improve the white blood they have". The general attitude of Europeans was summed up by the

OFS Executive President who agreed that the Province would have to be involved in the

improvement of coloured people. but he did not think that "they should at once be brought up to

the level of Europeans." 2 ..

At the same time as the NAC met OPS officials to discuss the proposed NUAH, a conference

of African leaders was convened in the Pree State capital for the same purpose.f IS More than a

-lay-and-a-half of the three-day conference was dedicated to discussion of the proposal to exclude

coloured and Indian people from African locations. 2. I Although there was not absolute agreement

among the appointed delegates, most felt it important to disassociate themselves from the process

of race formation implicit in the NUAH's rt.visiom;.11 While the Afdean leaders were aware that

many blacks preferred segregated living, they resisted the invidious legislation that WC'lA1d force black

people apart. One fear was that if the I\UA.A was enforced. Africans who could do so would be

tempted to 'pass for coloured', in order to evade passes and enhance their residential and

occupational opportunities.1 •

(

The focus on the ON.;s objections to the NUAB may appear to be a rather parochial quibble,

but exactly the same isst. ..s emerged in Natal with respect to Indnns, A Durban Councillor waited

that "tl~e preferential treatment of Asiatics over privileges not enjoyed by Natives is neither just in

principle nor expedient in facr'.:2. t The innovations implied in the NUAB held equally in the

Transvaal where Provincial and Municipal restrictions discriminated against unrestricted coloured

and Indian residence. Astlm~shil1g1y. given the extensive local debate «round racial resid-ntial

mixing in Johannesburg in the lete teens and early twenties, only the Ratepayers' Associntion took

up the issue formally. ~ 0 Possibly Transvaal bureaucrats read the lack of reference to coloureds in

the 19H1 NUAH in a different light to that adopted by Free State officials . Johannesburg's Chief

Pass Officer did not tor a moment contemplate coloured and white equality. In responding to the

Bill. he assumed all coloureds would live in locations and was only concerned how this might

impinge on "respectable coloured persons". 3 1
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The position of the Cape Municipal Association differed from th. northern provir ',)1'. In (he

Cape, Smuts' approval of the OFS'g amendment meant that coloured people who already lived in

African locations would have to be re-housed. The Association :'!.1ughtspeciai exemption from ),l.i<\

obligation for existing coloured occupants, but did not OPPOSI.}the introduction of legislation thct

restricted future location residence to Africans, l:t Loram advrised the Cape 'ill how t.~app' ';(,:11 the

de [acto mixing of coloureds and Africans:

Coloured pcorle who had acquired rights in locations, or who had hc.;amc H,',' with tl.e natives,

should be nllowcd to remain, hut it wu~kl be wiser to eliminate others gr,I,I\',!liy, ;md 1<' allow !\;,

more to 1,;,11JlC in. so natives could pr.scrve their r;,cc illtc~it.v, 3 :;

By accepting Lorcm's proposal the Cape implicitly endorsed the creation of a more ngicl racial

framework of urban governmei c in the nation's erstwhile liberal "toviucc.

Racial segmentation may haw been the IN;..t,,~nJ~d conr quence Hi' tlv: sloppv formulation of

the Nl.' '\ B. It W:lS not, however, an undcsiroble \mtmn",~ for thl~ Sm:~h African ruling classes.

Political agitation hy the white working class i\w racial protection targeted all non-whites, not

shnply Afl'k,U1:i. Given the context of urban racial conflict in the cady 19.!Os, the prospect of

incorpora"ing coloureds and poor whites in the 'lransv..a l ,.nd OFS into \'11(; administrative category

WJS unlikely to be pursued seriously. Ht:sides, the main! nance of 'white racial purity and the

imperative {it proventing miscegenation \'i'.\'~ rupubr views h'" J by a cross-sectk,n of South

Africaas, Even. Englieh-spcaking tn, I'd!, ;hlh~'r(~dto the corcllarv tit' white mcial purity, that of

uphold;nt~ tra'.litimlal Afriear, !il 'h re tlKf' ~(Wt'concerned llot tn CXP01iCAfrican

:-m:iety to the demoralising imp:!.'f nf

Atrknu mb. From the PClc{'c'dive l~fd; .

reactionary, to isolate Africans, ," f,('dan~

vulnerable.! ,.

I'n!tun,~hy allowing aU;'-Ol',' to tamper with traditional

tJf ;\hi,';l1h, it seemed seusihle, not

urban ,lh..m when" they w, ie lkem(~Jto be most

Ihere were f'l'acti ...,·!ndV~1l1t'~:\\!~'!n the authoriti, ,.,1'pl't"!'rtu:ltillg ami reinforcing the distinction

between Afi'k ..sn and (nl(lmull'l~\IP1'\ Oll~:; ·\nl~·an \ .,\\lWll brew, ,.\ 'kaffir beer in the cities, and

Afdcan men drank ;t. Brewing ',n,i~msly ..::tll"'!I~cd soda! order tIll which continued
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industrialisation and wealth accumulation depended. 3 II By isolating that portion of the black urban

population who were enmeshed in the liquor trade, an urban 'native' problem was created.

Whereas it was not possible to exclude coloured or Indian p;,;,u!:.ie from urban areas, Africans had

an ?dcntifiabb rural base and their status in urban areas w):: ,\;'f;:fmc more malleable, Because of

Africa» citizenship of Reserves, white solutions to the fjl"~>[:11native problem carne to hinga on

curtailing the number of African'S a tne cities and defining where and how they might live.

Astonishing though it now appears in light of the regimented mill unsavourv history of compounds

and locations, ~k~gt,ation implied the reform 01' African

Sorial ditTcn'ntiation and urban reform

has been dismissed and discounted as naive." fj Instead. the extent to which th",

and hostel system established an effective mechanism of pnlitkai aml

'ocation

as the

adjunct of ti' mt labour system hag been emphasised. ') 'I Retrospectively, however, histmililS

have been iorced to aeknowledge that African townships supported more than quiescent dK'ap

labour. Family housing facilitated the growth of a class of urban-born Africnns. Semi-skilled

employment was the prese-ve of African men whose relatively p1'ivik~gd position in

market was assured hy their established urban status. 1 I< Biimk;.l hy the Stallardist rnctoric that

defined urban Africans <IS 'kh1II()li',lry sojourners', it it; "l~;y to at'," !.,t that a pCfI'nlWliH settled

urban African workforce was an unintended consequence s',·gmgatic'i'l. hiddc \idunll the

pejorative tcrminolcgy, the dear intent of the ill' the Nt ,\Us was to drJt' ;\fl'i,~'ansfrom

slums and at minimum. create a non-migra-u wm};Ji le\.' t'IPlhl:.; of reproducing it.l\dt il' tl'!wn.

uninterrupted family lit,; and ;\ protected urban

\\as (wailaN.' til l('gally' cmpl('~ ,'1.1migrant»
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unwilling to live illegally in the city, subsisted on the gradually depHlting resources of the

overpopulated rural areas,

The differentiation of the African population into a group of urban 'insiders' and bantustan

'outsiders' was an intentional and not an incidental consequence, of the way the NUAA was

formulated, The objective of social segmentation was to be achieved by the reform of pre-Union

urban policies which treated all Africans in urban areas as migrants, making only ad hoc exceptions

for the educated or wealthy, and funding only make-shift segregated locations in response to

sanitary problems and/or racist objections from whhes. In order to reassess the intentions of Smuts

and his advisers in formulating and revising urban Africans' status, it is helpful to restate the

position of urban Africans prior to 1923, to reconsider the stated objectives of the Bill, and to

examine the response to the NAC's recommendations.

'I11e quality of life for Africans in South African towns after World War One was far from

satisfactory. The cost of living began to escalate dramatically from 1917, undermining the survival

of even those in receipt of a regular wage. 3. Some towns had better reputations than. others, but

even 'modcl locntions' in place'! such as Bloemfontein and Durban returned disproportionately high

mortality and infection figures following the 1918 influenza enidemic." 0 The high incidence of

environmentally-sensitive diseases such as tuberculosis confirms the horrific conditions which

people confronted in towns, ,. 1 The institutionalised disregard for African lives meant that locations

were habitually built on old sewerage sites that posed a serious threat to public health." 2

Compounds on tht: gold and diamond fields were, if anything, even less attractive places to live than

locations, where ~t least families could he together." 3 Particularly where the growth of industry

outpaced the provision of housing for Africans, employers would simply allow workers to live on

industrial premises in overcrowded and inadequate informal compounds. Judging by the rents

people were prepared to pay, and the dramatic rise in the number of backyard rooms on city lots,

slums were the least odious of the undesirable accom; '))dution on offer. Only very rarely were

African people able to escape the urban grime and save the £75 capital needed before Aflicans

could purchase their own homes in suburbia . .Ii,. Aside from economic constraints on
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horne- ownership, restrictive title deeds and racial proclamations made it virtually impossible for

Africans to purchase urban land. 4 15

1110 provisions of the NUAB and the NUAA ...ave been detailed on several occasions. 4 , It is,

however, worth relating the specific measures which the authorities perceived as reformist initiatives

that would improve the experience of African town life. This is not a contrived enquiry: welfare

was one of the specific objectives of the Bill, alongside that of unifying Union urban policy and

providing lor 'the better "regulation and control of African areas.t" 7 'The first reform proposed in

the Bill was that local authorities be given the power to establish 'Native Villages'. In Smuts' words

such a village was to be:

a place set aside where the better-class native could live, the educated native who had raised himself

in the scale of civilisation. and it was not fair to ask that that man live amongst the rest of his people

who were still in a semi-barbarous ttate.4 •

Irt

The premier and the NAC toured the country promoting the Bill. They hoped that the tiny group

of exempted African professionals who owned property or lived in white suburbs, and who

numbered only 916 in the Transvaal, .. S would accept the carrot offreehold and the chance to build

their own homes away from the mass housing schemes of the locations. 'Native Villages' were an

adjunct not an alternative to location development. I 0 The idea was to appease the African elite

while entrenching racial segregation. Despite the very limited number of Africans who may have

purchased houses in Villages, this clause in the NUAB fuelled the discussion on permanent African

urbanisation, and gave rise to protective clauses that were not dissimilar to the immigration laws

imposed in North America preventing the entry of undesirable immigrants.

Unravelling the debate on freehold is difficult, not least because of the semantic confusion over

the term 'Native Village', African people disliked the use of the word 'location', and Loram tried

to have it removed from the NUAB and substituted with the word "village',1l1 The result was

continual uncertainty over whether native villages, locations or both were to have freehold under

the NUAH. Smuts intended Native Villages to have freehold, but he too was vague and less
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convinced about the status of location tenure. 1\ :: The parliamentary debate led by opposition leader

Hertzog used the ambiguity over location tenure to advantage by assuming that all Africans were

being offered permanent tenure in urban areas. Ii 3 Riding on the opposition to location freehold

expressed by each of the Provincial Municipal Associations. and the joint recommendations of the

NAC and the Transvaal Local Government Commission, a Select Committee of Parliament

eventually rejected any individual tenure being granted to Africans in either locations or

villages. II 4

The tenure issue was fundamental to the form of native urban policy implemented in South

Africa. No other issue demonstrated so vividly African urban impermanence than their inability to

claim fixity of land holding. The possibility of gaining freehold, even if only in Native Villages,

reinforced the fact that permanent African urban settlement was being recognised, This was a

fundamental challenge to those idealist segregationists who shunned anything but total partition of

blacks and whites. Ii 5 African freehold also concerned more moderate, pragmatic segregationists

who were anxious to limit the extent and location of African urban settlement although they

depended on African labour and accepted that some housing fer Africans workers had to be

provided in cities. il I These segregationist leaders feared that if Africans were allowed to own land

they could bequeath it, allowing future generations to settle in the urban areas. • 7 Parading the

potential threat posed to white survival and supremacy b;l unregulated urbanisation of African

people to occur, a Pretoria Councillor warned:

through the attraction of town Iir~it is conceivable that. in a fewyears these villageswill become larger

and more populous than the European towns to which they are attached, and conditions of

overcrowding will result ... the problem of'providing for natives will become beyond the control of the

European population... the place would become a centre of native influence • Independent but

interconnected with the European community. and this must have detrimental and far-reaching effect

on our social and economic life.S • I:
~
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Stallard was more blunt about the impact of the economic and political empowerment of urban

Africans:
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To exempt from the pass and registration laws the most skilled and educated native is to expose the

white population to the most deadly competition which the black race is capable of offering, and to

ensure the ultimate subordination of the most hopeless portion of the white race to the most

it'

competent portion of the black race. I ,

The battle to extend African urban freehold in designated Native Villages was lost, but the

principle of the social differentiation of the urban African community remained' .••act. In a speech

before parliament Hertzog declared boldly that "on the white man's land the native could only be

a temporary resident", but he also conceded the need for superior accommodation of 'educated

natives", Unlike Smuts, but like the Transvaal Local Government Commission (chaired by

Stallard), Hertzog stressed the importance of the educating role of 'civilised' natives on their

brethren. The urban African elite were therefore not allowed special privilegesand were to be forced

to live ill locetions, '0 The freehold proposal was only defended in the Senate by one member of

the NAC, J !":am. The NAC's tenuous support for expanding African urban opportunities was

dropped Quicklyonce it became clear that the concessions offered to the African elite coruradicted

more important clauses in the Act. Ii 1 Freehold Native Villages were a dispensable sugar coating

on the more bitter pill of housing the growing African population in urban locations and

compounds.

Despite widespread opposition to the establishment of an urban African middle-class, and

despite Smuts' own about-turn on freehold, existing Native Villages such as Kersten (outside Port

Elizabeth) and Alexandra (north of Johannesburg) were unaffected by the law, as was African

ownership in urban areas not proclaimed under the NUAA. African land holdings (estimated at
...~

8 170 stands) were frozen, and freehold land in proclaimed areas was e",propriatc,d.1i1 Instead elf

the develo, nent of the spacious new urban African middle-class villages envisaged by the NAC,

the density of settlement ir, the enclaves of racially unregulated space escalated. Predictably, slums

developed in black freehold townships like Sophiatown (Johannesburg) which provided a refuge for

Africans removed under the NUAA and the Slums Act. ' a
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The cancellation of freehold rights proposed in the NUAB is the most commonly cited

illustration of the victory of reactionary Stallardism over the reformist recommendations of another

Government enquiry, the Godley Commission on Native Passes. 6 4 The tendency to overstate the

importance of the land ownership question in the reform package stems partly from the wisdom

of hindsight and partly from the moral outrage that African civil rights were so violently abused.

The creation of an African urban elite was, however, only one aspect of the reforms proposed by

the NUAB. Under the 1918 draft other crucial means of differentiating the African population were

also envisaged. The creation of carefully r..onitored and closely regulated locations was th most

important aspect of the Bill. It was thi, aspect of the NUAB that drew support from different

constituencies, including Africans and liberal whites, who endorsed the building of African locations

as "serious and comprehensive" measures that would improve the "deplorable" conditions of

Africans in the towns. 6 IS It was also this aspect of the Native Urban Areas legislation that

fashioned a stable urban African population.

Urban Areas legislation was originally targeted at the eight largest municipalities of the Union,

for it was there that Africans had migrated and settled. G G Cape Town, the oldest and most

established urban centre in the country had only a small African population. Likewise Port

Elizabeth and East London had a relatively larger coloured working class and fewer urban

opportunities for Africans, and nothing like the slums of the northern cities. 6 7 The NAC was at

pains to reassure Bloemfontein that its location's excellent reputation meant that "the locations the

Commission wished to see improved were not in the Orange Free State". Ii I In Durban the NAC

was marginally less flattering. Local man, Loram, conceded that the City had "already under'eken

mary of the provisions of the Bill" while the outsider, Roberts (who was from Lovedale), gCbtly

asserted that the Commission had certain improvements "of a minor nature" that it would Y1i:.ethe

local authority to implement under the DiU. $ 9 No doubt the NAC had in mind the

cross-subsidisation of Africans' togt taxes into the white city's general account." 0

The perceived urban crisis brought about by African urbanisation which the NAD was asked

to resolve through the formulation of urban African policy for the country had a very clear

geographical focus on the Transvaal, ~J1~ especially Johannesburg. The urban African population
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of the Witwatersrand was growing most rapidly and. there was vldually 110 history of municipal

African housing provision. 7 1 The squalor of Rand locations and slums were roundly condemned

in enquiry after enquiry." 2. Mimicking the European model of rehousing slum dwellers, the explicit

objective of the NUAB was to build locations as an "ltemative to slums. Compared to the

make-shift arrangements for African housing in the 1910s, the prospect of affordable, conven- "It

and adequate location housing was in many respects a dramatic improvement. The powerful lie <.1,

Rheinallt Jones, mused that "the benefits of the Bill are so many and so immediate that one is

tempted to cast doubt to the winds and grasp the proffered gifts"," 3 Following his example,

however, it is essential to reflect on the darker side of the NUABs provisions f01 enforcing

segregated iocations .

Just as the query over the NUABs impact on non-African blacks was taken up most vigorously

by the OFS, so the Transvaal Municipalities were the major force dictating the increasingly

restrictive regulations on the manner and conditions under which African, people could live in urban

areas. Getting the powerful Transvaal municipalities to accept the imperative of increased African

location development was relatively simple, especially as neither of the bTUABs neces.arily

proposed to tax. ratepayers for the funds. In fact the Johannesburg MOll had been pushing for

additional locations for some time prior to the appearance of the Bill, though with very limited

success. Western Native Township and Wemmer hostel were opened in 1918, but fell far short of

meeting the housing need. Albeit in a rather tardy fashion, other Reef towns were similarly active

in providing locations after World War One.? Ii The contentious points between central and local

governments were how much location housing should be constructed, of what standard, for which

Africans, and from which funds.

Contrary to the wishes of the central government which sought segregated housing of "allthe

elements of the native population, except those of a superior class specially exempted", '1 15 the

Transvaal municipalities rejected the 'Native Village' principle and wanted only a section of the

population working in towns to be accepted for loce, ~'}nresidence. 7 6 Whereas the NAC, the

Godley Commission and Smuts soupht to differentiate 'civilised' Africans on the grounds of their

financial, cultural or educational position, the local authorities, like Hertzog and even Creswell's

1!!
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Labour Party, saw only employment status as a useful instrument of distinction, Africans either

worked for whites and could therefore be granted temporary urban residence, or they were

unemployed, in which case they should be returned +0 rural reserves. A third elite tier within African

society was to be discouraged, and the fruits of economic and social privilege were to be reserved

for whites. The lines of social and racial differentiation should ideally correspond, excluding

Africans from the respectable upper classes.

Disagreement over the place of an African elite has masked the fact that the proposed "native'

urban policy defined a further category, namely "redundant native", The NAC's Loram explained:

the town is a European area in which there is no place for the redundant native. who neither works

nor serve" his or her people but forms the class from which the professional agitators, the slum

landlords. the liquor sellers. the prostitutes and other undesirable classes spring.7 7

Neither the tone nor the substance of this attitude can be distinguished readily from Stallard's own

words. Speaking in his private capacity at the South African Party Club, he rehearsed his view that

"Natives who did not minister to the wants of the white man were redundant", and then continued

to argue how these redundant natives made up the undesirable elements of slums and should

therefore "be eliminated in order to remedy the deplorable state of affairs", 1•

,
01

I

11) vised NUAB which was released in 1922 did not incorporate recommendations which the

largest province made through the Stallard Report. Yet the conservative Transvaal lobby had

considerable impact on the final form of the Act. By challenging the c1l;liinitionof who would be

classified redundant and how they should be treated, the Transvaal izuclcipalities whittled away at

the 1922 Bill, bringing it closer in line with the arrangements the;" had already agreed to in the

Transvaal Local Government (Stallard) Commission. According to Nichols, the President of the

Transvaal Municipal Executive Association. Africans should only be allowed in urban areas at the

discretion of whites, lito whom after all the area belongs". Reiterating the position they had already

adopted in the Stallard Report, Nichols stressed the link which the Transvaal authorities wished to

u establish between Africans working for whites and their right to live in the city," 9
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A prerequisite for being able to serve whites was that Africans were able-bodied. Provisions for

the repatriation of the sick and infirm had already been legislated under the Public Health Act.

Further measures in the NUAB enabling the local authority to repatriate the "habitually idle or

disorderly" by sending them back to where they came :rom or to a labour cole ny, failed to appease

either Transvaal or Natal officials. I 0 The municipalities complained that they had no preventative

powers, and recommended that they be allowed to preclude the entry of "weedy" Africans or anyone

who might be construed to threaten public health, • 1 Particular permission was sought to examine

African women entering the towns. *.2 Undoubtedly the hope was that this distasteful examination

would be an effective substitute for the enforcement of pass laws which African women had

successfully evaded. • 3 Local authorities were not immediately successful in extending their powers

to bar entry to the sick or diseased, nor were they able to secure the prerogative of examining

African women. They were victorious on the more fundamental issue of the repatriation of

'masterless natives', • 4

The eleventh-hour inclusion of the Native Registration and Protection Bill into the NUAB

precluded open discussion of the kind allowed on other aspects of the Bill. Initially presented as a

relatively liberal Bill based on the finding'! of the Godley Commission into Native Pass laws, only

the most conservative of the clauses pertaining to Africans' passes were adopted. 8 S Equally

distressing was the omission of any compulsion for local authorities to match the regulation of

African urbanisation with the welfare component of the Bill that guarantee ..I Iocation housing. The

outcome of the NUAA therefore exceeded even Stallard's repressive recommendations.

The original logic outlined in Stallard's Report was that if an African seeking work was only

registered once a local authority had been assured that approved housing was available, either on

the employer's premises or in a location or hostel, then satisfactory local authority control over

urbanisation would be assured. Passes issued by the central govemment's Department of Native

Labour would no longer be required. Responding confidentially to the Director of Native Labour's

enquiry as to his opinion on the proposal, Johannesburg's MOH objected to the "immensity of

special work" and cost which would be incurred by the city. He denounced the "registrafion and

inspection" scheme as impractical. Further resistance to til!': regulation of ..\frican labour through



tying satisfactory housing provision to jobs came from those who wished to protect the "legitimate

supply of labour", I II The NUAB Select Committee were clearly swayed by these arguments as the

final NUAA required African service contracts to be registered, but no mention was made of

municipal responsibility to ensure effective housing supply tor Africans. I 7 Fortuitously, the local

authorities were not entirely absolved from their responsibilities for location development by virtue

of their obligation to rehouse Africans displaced by the application of the NUAA.

:Financing segregated residential development

The decision to adopt a policy t.lf racial residential segregation as a response to permanent

African urbanisation was virtually unanimous. Only Africans bruised by the detrimental impact

of the 1913 Land Act expressed any disquiet about further geographical restrictions on African

settlement, I. or about the framework of racial segregation. I IIAmong Europeans, be they state

officials, employers, philanthropists or working class vigilantes, there was almost complete

agreement that only Africans working for whites would be allowed to urbanise. Cities were still

white space in the European mind. Resolution of the debate about how urban Africans should be

excluded from cities, or how they should be governed when in urban areas, became progressively

more restrictive and finally encompassed the reservations of the different local authorities. 'The

resultant Act was startlingly conservative, and depended on the categorisation and regulation of

black people. III addition, implementation of the strategy of racial and social differentiation

necessitated costly construction of physically separated locations for Africans. It was the ability of

the 1923 legislation to generate funds from Africans themselves for the implementation of urban

segregation and upgrading that made the law the institutional cornerstone on which segregated

South African cities were built.

It has been suggested that a systematic policy of segregation was not introduced into the towns

prior to World War One because there was a tendency to accept lithe fiction that an urban native

population as such did not exist." 0 The intensity with which demands for money to upgrade

urban services for Africans were resisted by cash-strapped local authorities across the country

indicates otherwise." 1 l'fonci for location development was in critically short supply because itj
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was a low priority in city budgeting. Councils iustified their decisions not to spend locally generated

funds on African services because all monies generated from African passes were paid to the

Provinces. Ignoring the needs of urban blacks was in the interests of the white working class who

opposed the "subsidisation' of Africans, especially the se.ui-skilied, as it undermined their own

protected position. The powerful Ratepayers' Associatk-r :lose -nembers wished to keep city

taxes low, reinforced the cities' tendency to invest in only white lir} services. $ 2 Business was the

only other voice that may have pushed for better living conditions for African workers, but

companies were already paying some £350 000 a year in pass fees. 9 3 Moreover, in the early years

of manufacturing very few employers had more workers than the factory itself could shelter.

Locationc. especially if they were remote, would only increase workers costs and reduce employer

convenience and control. The obvious solution of getting employers to fund locations was therefore

resisted. I" Slums were the inevitable consequence of neglect, but until inner-city blight became

acute, employers were happy to accept the status-quo. Once the prevalence of slum housing

impeded capitalist growth after World W~'r One, the prospect of taxing Africans themselves for

location development became considerably more attractive to commercial and manufacturing

interests. 9 II

o

Against the background of widespread opposition to diverting existing civic funds to redress the

African urban housing shortage, the NAD had to deliver a. more 'neutral' source of funds for

location construction. The central state adamantly refused to assume fiscal responsibility for

housing Africans and managed instead to devolve responsibility for the task of housing Africans

living and working in towns to local authorities. Two places in the country had better than average

records of munioipal location development. Aspects of the Bloemfontein and the Durban systems

formed the template on which national location financing was to be based.9• The innovation of

a Native Revenue Account was copied from Bloemfontein. II 7 The city had for some time worked

on the principle that revenue raised in the location had to be spent in the location. From Durban

the model of drawing funds from a municipal monopoly on the brewing of 'Kaffir Beer' was

incorporated into the NUAB.



The suggested establishment of a Native Revenue Account was widely welcomed by Africans

and European philanthropists. •• It was common knowledge that for some time funds from taxes

and levies on urban Africanshad found their way into generalmunicipal funds. Some municipalities

made as much as £2 000 per year from this practice. 9 9 One reason profits were shown at all on

African services was the inordinately high rentals inflicted on location residents. The NUAB

p.H>posedto restrict the practice by limiting rent to 10 per cent of capital cost, a most unpopular

move among the gl.il.ty local authorities.j Q 0 Additional funds for the new Native Revenue

Account were to be gleaned by «ppropriating the revenue which employers contributed to native

contract registration. Hitherto this money had been placed at the general disposal of local authority

treasurers. The new scheme was also received with some derision. In Durban, application of this

clause of the NUAB meant that the f.. 9 000 paid annually into the Borough Fund from employers

taxes (L'lereby reducing the overall rates payable) would have to be forfeited for location

expenditure, a change the Town Treasurer denounced as "monstrousr.! 0 1

The scale of municipal opposition to the enforcement of the Native Revenue Account proposal

fell far short of the enormous wave of protest against the subsequent introduction of a municipal

Kaffir Beer monopoly, Prohibitionists. African leaders and even some state officials rallied to

oppose the profit from beer being used to construct African housing. 1 0 2. The government

withstood the enormous opposition to the Kaffir beer proposal, and with only minor amendments

the possibility of local governments generating funds locally remained intact. Segregation now/,' '\1
OJ

rested on local government financing of segregated housing. Upgrading depended on how much

money was available, and the considerable resistance to municipal brewing meant that only a

minority of towns had sufficient.funds in the Native Revenue Account to fund major construction

projects. In consequence, unless the demand for stable African labour was sufficient. or the political

imperative of segregationwas great enough to motivate for funds from white municipal budgets, the

overcrowding of blacks in slums persisted.
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Conclueion

The policy of racial segregation necessitated the differentiation of Africans from the rest of the

black urban working class. Loosely defined linguistic, cultural and physiological differences that

separated the Bantu speaking peoples, the Khoi and immigrants from India, Malaysia and China

were therefore legallyinstitutionalised with industrialisation and urban growth. The process of race

formation resulting from the application of urban areas legislation is most vividly demonstrated

with reference to the 'coloured' community whose intermediary social and economic position in the

South African racial hierarchy was actively shaped through the passage ofthe NUAA.

The application of the NUAA, and its various amendments, although ostensibly aimed at

making Africans only temporary urban dwellers, in fact stabilised the urban African woJi~,force.

Emphasis on the unique manner in which the South African ..tate inadvertently ensured a

semi-skilled African work force through the repressive control of urban population numbers and

Iocr tion living standards ignores evidence that the South African state, through the NUAA,

intended to differentiateAfricans living permanently in urban areas from migrants or rural Africans.

This was a strategy akin to those adopted in northern hemisphere countries where the development

of the 'respectable' working class was nurtured through town planning regulations and civic

projects.

Both intra-racial and inter-racial cleavages were consciously forged by the establishment of a('
°1

I

municipal financial base to fund the separation and improvement of some Africans' urban living

conditions. From a planning or geographical point of view, the distinctiveness of the NUAA lay in

its potential to deliver resources for selectiveurban African settlement. Under the Public Health and

Natives (Urban Areas) legislation the state set out to construct location housing for Africans that

o

would simultaneously sanitise the white city, thereby establishing the segregated infrastructure that

still characterises South African cities. The racially determined experience of city life and urban

policy in the late 19208and early 1930s is the focus of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE SCHIZOPHRENIC CITY:

RACIALLY DEFINED PLANNING STRATEGIES IN 'mE 19305

The strides that municipalities made in enforcing basic public health regulations and developing

segregated African locations did not solve the slum problem. The failure ofthe local authorities to

dear inner-city slums and to implement rigid residential segregation 'within the powers provided by

the Natives (Urban Areas) Act (NUAA) was one of two major reasons ii;r the revision of Union

urban policy. The other was the growth of an extensive urban poor white problem. The 1920s

and 19305 were the decades when South African planning assumed its distinctive segregationist

c.hr.ractel'. Instead of embracing the broad conceptions of the 'city beautiful' or 'garden city'

movements popular in Europe and North America, local urban professionals became obsessed by

creating racially separate residential areas. International ideas were incorporated in local urban

policy, but it tended to be on specific technical details such as slum clearance procedures or space

and ventilation requirements, rather than on integrated urban plans or management strategies. 1

Having abandoned the regir ral development of metropolitan areas in favour of narrow race zoning,

the South African city began to assume its distinctive segregated form.

The 19205 and early 19305 was a period of dramatic urban growth which was accompanied by

the consolidation of the racial split in urban [lolicy that was set up by the passage of the Public

Health Aet and the NUAA. As the South African t",onomy began to move away from its

dependence on gold, local engineering and consumer durable manufacturing sprang up to service

the mines. The diversifying economy provided new urban jobs. The growth of the towns was also

fed by the movement of large numbers of black and white people fleeing the cyclical drought that

plagues the African sub-continent . .2 By the time ofthe Wall Street crash there had been no relieving

rains and farm workers flocked to town. In the depression years slumlords did not impose a colour

bar on tenancy, but the state responded to the pressure on urban resources within the racially

defined framework of urban government that was set up after Union in 1910. Urban legislation

was amended in an effort to redress the slum problem and enforce racial residential segregation.
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African urban affairs of the depression are characterised by the continuity of the twin influences

of conservative Stallardism that perceived Africans as temporary sojourners, and the more liberal

acceptance of permanently urbanised Africans. Despite the ambiguous rhetoric over the position

of urban Africans, the substance of the urban management practice that emerged was unambiguous.

The African elite was to be repressed and Influx controls were refined. Despite squabbles over

which niceties of urban citizenship Africans should be allowed, the most important consequence

of the coincident purposes of liberal and conservative whites was the exclusion of African migrants

from towns and cities, and the creation of African urban insiders. 3

With respect to whites, urban policy shifted more dramatically. Instead of indirect protection

from colonial standards (e.g, on refuse removal or building regulations) whites were beneficiaries

of urban welfare initiatives, most notably subsidised public housing. State action was a direct

response to the urban immigration of the Afrikaner poor from drought rid dell farms and small

towns. Racially integrated slums and the presence of a white urban underelass whose conditions

could not be distinguished from those of blacks, demanded action. In addition to the

implementation of work creation schemes known as 'civilised labour' projects, white welfare

extended to the uroan sphere." Rather than the passive buffer of colonial standards in white

suburbs, urban policy became more pro-active in the support of destitute whites.

African urban citizenship

o

By 1930 ~()uth Africa's urban population was 3 million, almost double the 1921 figure of 1.7

million. '111emost notable demographic shift was the growth in the urban African population of

the largest centres which hosted almost two-thirds of all urban Africans. Cities nevertheless

continued to be dominated by whites who outnumbered Africans by almost 2: 1.I The fact that a

growing number of Africans were permanently committed to the cities and without rural ties iii

forced city managers to confront the problem of how to treat the African population that lived in

town.

(;
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A:ross the political spectrum Africans and Europeans, individually and collectively,

acknowledged a post·1923 boom in location construction that flowed from the application of the

NUAA. For many this represented a dra..natic and desirable improvement in urban Africans living

conditions," According to Godlo, the Chairman of the Native Advisory Board,

The promulgation of the Natives (Urban Areas) Act of 1923 heralded the passing away of the old

order of things and the approach of a new outlook in urban government and administration. For the

first time in the history of Union urban legislation the Bantu was granted the semblance of a status,

and the locatlons were defined as places set apart for the occupation, residence and other reasonable

requirements of Natives. not mere compounds that Natives may occupy only when th..:yare there to

minister to the needs of the Europeans. *

Among conservative whites, the increase in location housing merely compounded the unfortunate

drift of African families to towns at.d exacerbated the process of detribalisation that challenged the

viability of total ter+orial segregation. I The rapid urbanisation associated with the late 19205

precipitated pressure within the ruling classes to amend the 1923 NUAA in such a way diat the

position of urban Africans was effectively controlled,

(I

Much has been made of the fact that the 1923 NUAA contained the kernels of both Stallard

and Godley's recommendations on urban policy. 1 0 Incongruously, both perspectives flourished

into the 1930s. Even when the NUAA was amended in 1930and then again in 1937,contradictory

ideological positions persisted: one envisaged Africans as only temporary sojourners, the other

recognised a group of permanently 'detribalised' Africans. Despite fundamentally conflicting

premises about the urban status of Africans, there was such considerable consensus within the

ruling olasser ,bout desirable urban policies that noticeable compromise was unnecessary. The

amendments, like the original 1923 t, ,t, embraced hath paternalist and repressive segregationist

discourses on urban African status. What was new about African urban policy in the 19305was

the growing emphasis on influx control. Still more significant was the tendency to ignore or

circumvent policy in the drive to enforce cost-effective segregation.

o
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Unravelling the practical implications of the positions of 'liberals' or philanthrepists versus the

Stallardist conservatives on urban Africans' citizenship status highlights some of the implicit

contradictions of city government in South Africa in the segregationist period. Nevertheless, selected

aspects of African urban life illustrate that despite their different premises on permanent African

urban settlement, white segregationists easily reached an alliance on urban racial policy.

Trade, trades and African social mobility

African trading rights, along with African freehold rights, were hotly contested in the preamble

to the NUAJ\ of 1923. In the Orange Free State (OFS) in particular there was vigorous and

successful local authority opposition to African urban trading, even within locations, because it was

feared that African traders would undermine the livelihood of white store-keepers, 1 1 The

subsequent opening up of African trading possibilities was the only liberal premise on an (}'Lh~X""ise

repressive list of amendments made to the NUAA in 1930.12 Despite the concession on trading,

the impact of liberal policy on African self-employment was minimal. The most conservative

municipalities ignored the 1930NUAA clause extending limited trade privileges to Africans, and the

central government did nothing to force them to acquiesce to the law. In consequence, in certain

regions (notably the OFS), it was useless for Africans to even try to become location

storekeepers. l :t

(3

Even under the original 1923 law Africans could be legally self-employed as tradesmen or

professionals serving African locations. In practice, opportunities for African craftsmen were

restricted, particularly in the Transvaal. Repeated attempts to allow Africans to build the locations

were rejected in favour of the more expensive use of white construction Iabour.! ,. In construction,

as in the other extensive job-creation schemes of the Pact government's civilised labour

programmes, employment was not open to Africans. 1 S In many cases Africans on Government

jobs lost their positions to unskilled whites. l I The harshness of this ruling must be judged in the

context of narrowing work opportunities because of the drought and the weak economic climate

where self-employment was an important source of survival rather than an avenue for massive

accumulation. Whatever the economic reward, the possibility of Africans working for themselves
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or for other blacks flew in the face of Stallardism which decreed that Afrkms in urban areas should

only serve the needs of whites.

Curiously, although virtually every opportunity for Africans' economic independent

advancement (including landlordism) was curtailed in urban areas, the existence of a self-employed

group of Africans in the city was recognised and even encouraged. As the Nathe Advisory Beard

Committee pointed out, the NUAA insisted that Africans in locations should only carry out trades

and 'other businesses' if they had no other s:liaricd jobs. 1 7 As a result, thousarrds of African

artisans, hawkers ami professional" managed to survive on the periphery of the urban economy,

but only a handful of successful entrepreneurs flourished.

Limited evidence of the lives and struggles of the urban African elite in the twenties and early

thirties suggests that self-employed Africans battled against social prejudice, depression and legal

restriction without notable fmandal success.! - One avenue of employment for the educated was

tv sell goods or services for commission. More commonly, successful entrepreneurs were herbalists,

liquor dealers or craftsmen, Conventional trading involved stiff competition, especially from Indian

traders, that reduced the possibilities of large scale profit. In 1936wholesalers estimated that only

15 pel' cent of the 400 or so grocers on the Rand were actually making a living from their

endeavours. Still, among the permanently urbanised African population thousands of people in

Johannesburg alone were able to open healthy bank accounts. A minority had over £.1 (100

saved. 1. !I Banking records from the early 1930s suggest that there were few prominent African

capitalists and that there was a substantial respectable working class, but nothing like an urban

African bourgeoisie. Possibly Hertzog and the Stallardists had crushed this class in 1923 before it

had formed properly; perhaps the economic slump was to blame. Certainly, the slow awakening

of white liberals to 'the concentration of 'civilised Natives' in the towns, and the promotion of the

interests of educated Africans, failed to stimulate the growth of the urban African elite that only

became more prominent after the Second World War.2 I)

Having successfully repressed any large scale black advancement during the depression, the

protection of poor whites was promoted by job reservation. But in the war for racial hegemony,
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I
trade competition was not the only challenge 1- o'csented by permanently urbanised Africans. Social

and political unrest had rocked the white establishment in the early 19208 and the control of

Africans was therefore accepted by conservatives and liberals alike as a necessary component of an

effective urban management strategy,

Sport, recreation and education

The consensus around the advantages of reducing African crime and drunkenness through the

provision of structured activity masks the varied motives of the patrons of African leisure, Urban

Africans were acutely aware of the benefit of organised play, and leaders like Twala fought hard for

the opportunity to develop games and cultural activities in town as an alternative to the prevalent

street culture. 2 l. Even more pressing was the African demand for urban educational facilities. 2 2

Notwithstanding African initiative in this aspect of urban life, the most dominant actors in

organised African education and recreation 'Here the mines, the missionaries and later the

municipalities.

White liberals, many of them devout Christians, having turned their backs on the viability of

total territorial segregation sought to ease Africans' adaptation to the evil city by introducing

morally defensible cultural alternatives to the destructive urban occupations of prostitution.

(I

shebeening and gambling. % 3 Organised leisure also promised exciting possibilities for racial contact

(>0 which the building of a racially harmonious society depended. 2.. The desire to assist the

transition to urban life and cultivate a christianiscd African community in the towns meant that

middle-class urban residents were the target group of the arranged choirs, concerts and debating

events. % II White philanthropists to the city, and the tiny black elite, both. believed that recreation

offered a varaable avenue for developing 'civic pride' and was a welcome opportunity for Africans

to express their urban citizenship. 2 ,

Liberal perspectives on African social betterment were narrow. On the subject of urban

education, for example, there was a unanimous belief in the advantages of vocational over academic

training. While advocating that schooling ....after the Western pattern" should take the place of



"training in the tribe", the form of education offered to Africans ranked domestic skills and moral

teaching as more useful than the three 'Rs' (reading, writing and arithmetic) which the whites

believed would only benefit one or two per cent of urban Africans.2 1 African women especially

were denied any real advancement by their poor schooling.2• It was, however, the missionaries

who provided the impetus for any urban schooling at all. The Christian zeal for enlightened

subservience through education went against the grain of the protected white public. Like the "white

trash" of the southern United States, poor white survival depended on there being only minimal

competition from.blacks.2 •

Africans' own reasons for demanding increased spending on urban education were tied to

dreams of economic prosperity and self-fulfilment, but there were also practical concerns. The

extremely Jowwagespaid to Africans made it financially impossible to stay at home and look after

children in the location. Older children frequently left school prematurely to supervise younger

family members. 3 0 Poor schooling services compounded the tendency fer children to join gangs

or play truant from school in order to make money.31 Upholding family and community

structures in the face of an untamed youth was a constant worry of the older generation. 3 2

o

Conservative white opposition to African schooling in towns has several explanations.

Resistance extended to Africans paying for their own education through a levy under the

NUAA.33 Of course, p'lOf to the Hertzog Bills of 1936, Africans with secondary education could

vote, thus many whites would have opposed any formal African education. 3.. Urban schooling

was therefore a political and an economic threat to white hegemony. There were tUSO demographic

consequences to improving city schools, most significantly the urban settlement of African

families.3 II Stallardistswere more comfortable with the status quo whereby educated Africans sent

their children to reputable rural mission schools like Marianhill or Lovedale, a fl Typically,

conservative white South Africans opposed any African education at all: lithe Natives will demand

social equality and inter-marriage if they become educated."3 7
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Keeping 'Natives" in their place was a bold motif of urban policy in the 1920s and 1930s.

Leaning on the long experience l):f the mining companies in controlling African labour, supervised

sport was encouraged in towns. Some municipal officials had to be persuaded of' the value of

investment in fields, halls and game equipment, a task assumed with great vigour by the well known

campaigner for structured sport for Africans, the Rev. Phillips of the American Board of Missions.

Try and estimate the cash value of the fears they u TriCMS) will raise. the cries ()f"black peril" which

t~ey will inspire. the riots and clashes with police which they will cause ...it pays (original emphasis)

to supervise the peoples' recreation. 3 •

When it came to the recreation of urb-an Africans, sport was the most common device for "keeping

the natives out of mischief'. 3 t Liberals who dominated organi.~ions like the Joint Council, and

who were even represented in small numbers on local municipal councils, fell in with the

conservatives who were mot .. prevalent in local government, and campaigned for organised sport.

The unquestionable impact of organised leisure on alcohol abuse (reputedly a 75 per cent

reduction) It D and the associated drop in crime entrenched official support for popular games like

boxing or soccer, especially on Sundays when the shebeen queens conducted a thriving business.

'Thus, while urban educatior was discouraged, modem facilities for recreation appeared in all the
\\

major cities. This apparent disjuncture between white attitudes to sport and education requires

explanation. Insofar as philanthropists were convinced that sport alleviated the trauma of the social

transition from rural '0 urban Bfe by civilising Africans in the ways of fair play and social

(I

citizenship, expenditure in urban sport services was accepted as a wise investment. Insofar as sport

offered an effective fonn of social control, preventing Africans from participating in politics or the

urban underworld, it was perceived to ba in the interests of all whites. ,. 1 By contrast, unlimited

access to formal education challenged the foundations of the racial hierarchy on which South Africa

was being built.

(i
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Housing, planning and influx control

The most important contradictions within intra-urban segregationist discourse emerged with

respect to issues of housing and planning. These differenceswere resolved through the tightening

of influx control. Contrary to Stallardism, the principle of individual family housing was enshrined

in the 1923 NUAA. In upholding traditional family values in locations, the state implicitly

condoned permanent African settlement in towns. The gradual improvement of the conditions of

locations established under the Act for this permanently urbanised African community was a

recurrent demand of the post-1923 decade. ,,% The harshest measures of the NUAA, namely, the

lack cf secure tenure, the limited opportunities for trade and the increasingly repressive influx

cor=rols, were issues singled out for special protest by both Africans and white liberals." 3 In fact,

in many instances the standard of housing provided in the locations was higher than African wages

could sustain. 4 II By imposing a full economic rent (that commonly included the costs of lighting,

sewerage and medical services), the average African family was forced to pay far in excess of the

recommended 20-25 per cent of their income on housing."" In the larger centres it was not

uncommon for half the breadwinner's earnings to be handed over as rent, II & Despite this onerous

rental burden and the concomitantly larger sums paid to local authorities, few locations (other than

in Natal) were financially independent. This was primarily because in the Transvaal, OPS and Cape

there was no revenue from municipal monopolies on beer brewing and selling until the late

19305.II, 7 The deficit on the Native Revenue Account was therefore paid from town rates.

There was considerable resistance to the "heavy burden" which locations placed on white

ratepayers. Municipalities tried to reduce deficits by keeping African rentals high, or by introducing

(I

beer monopolies and cutting service costs. II. Typically, only the main street of a township was

paved, and communal standpipes rather than individual house taps were provided. Generally,

location planning standards were trimmed to within a hair's breadth of internationally accepted

norms. Liberals piously postured that in the planning of locations lithe same general principles

apply as in planning European towns", and that a location was "practically a satellite town and is

best planned as such". They nevertheless added the rider that "the plan is for Natives and not

Europeans". Conservative extremists called for the wholesale abolition of locations and family

(I
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housing in favour of compounds for male workers for which employers would have to pay. In

pragmatic recognition oftheir dependence on African labour, most municipalities agreed to subside

African wages to allow for basic urban reproduction." 9 Municipalities were, however, adamant

that the size of their tax burden should be restricted by curtailing the numbers of Africans in

locations.' 0 From as early as 1926 the local authorities began a successful campaign to amend the

NOAA so as to limit the nUf(,::.~rof Africans whom they were obliged to house. 5 1 The progressive

tightening of restrictions on African entry to town was the primary purpose of the 1930 and 1937

amendments to the NUAA.

The alliance between white liberals and conservatives reached its zenith on the questions of

African entry to town, The position of the Stallardists on the temporary status of urban Africans

was clear from 1921when the Transvaal Local Government Commission reported. In the next

decade local authorities spelled out even more explicitly the urban policies necessary to complement

total segregation.5 2 The influence of this opinion is evident in the 1928 Bill that introduced a

curfew and placed a ban on African women and children joining their husbands and fathers until

he could prove he had worked in town for two years. IS 3 Similarly, the extension of controls on

"idle, dissolute or redundant" Africans reflect the influence of Stallardism, The Colonel himself was

not satisfied with the 1930 amendment to the NUAA. He wanted to extend urban registration to

all Africans, to prevent any more Influx of Africans, to introduce labour quotas, to remove 'surplus'

natives from towns, to limit the period which Africans could be in urban areas, and to curtail their

rights to purchase even unproclaimed urban land. II.. Stallard would have been more content with

the 1937 amendment which gave more direct effect to these sentiments. 15 II

o

There was also significant liberal opinion that favoured, or at least did not oppose, the tightening

of influx controls for Africans. II Ii The two year delay on African women [oinin 1 husbands in

o

town Was objected to by some because of the erosion offamily structures at 'If! ues.lS., Yet there

remained a body of opinion that supported female exclusion because of the perception that

exposure to the city was the primary cause of the breakdown of African social structure. By this

reasoning a woman's place was in the rural homestead away from the evils of the city.&. By the

late 19208, the liberals most influential motive for restricting African urbanisation was the desire to

76



protect 'detribalised' urbanites who struggled to maintain a 'civilised' standard of living from the

competition of rural Africans who would work for considerably lower wages. As a leading

exponent of liberal opinion explained,

No regular class of urban labour gets a chance to develop because those .iatives who remain

permanently in town are always subjected to the disturbing influence of wage rates of a large supply

of unskilled labour. Without some degree of permanence in the labour force no degree of efficiency

can be expected, and the urban native 1<,'curer is notoriously lacking in permanence ... State policy

should therefore be directed to the obj',ct of givingmore permanence, more stability, to the varying

classes of labour, and ofreduc.ing insofar as possible its casual lobour.5 9

The view that migrants were undercutting town Africans and impeding their progress towards

'civilisation' was expressed by several witnesses to the 1932Native Economic Commission (NEC)

and is clearly evident in the final Report of the Commission. (;0 The solution proposed by most

white liberals, and even some Africans, was that the uncontrolled increase in African urbanisation

could best be stemmed by developing the Reserves or reversing the 1913 Land Act. By this logic,

liberals felt morally justified in the exclusion of most Africans from towns, even though they

condemned the overtly racist motivation for conservatives adopting precisely the same path of

action. II 1 Either way, whites condoned extending influx controls on Africans.

Having established a framework of urban African government that was acceptable in broad

outline to both liberals and censer ..ative whites, local autborities initially proved unable to

implement the policy as defined under the NUAA. 'Therewere a number of court actions that had

stalled segregationist removals under the 1923 NUAA. & 2 More fundamental difficulties arose ill

administering the principle of rehousing the African slum population in segregated locations.

Prohibitionist and African opposition to municipal monopolies on brewing meant that there were

insufficient funds in the Native Revenue Accounts. White municipalities were generally fiercely

opposed to subsidisingAfrican housing. II 3 In addition, the dual impact of drought and recession

forced enormous numbers of Africans, already adversely affected by the 1913 Land Act, to seek

survival in the towns. I .It Accordingly I even though there had been extensive location construction

in the 1920s,the African population of the slums had increased rather than decreased.
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The ruling classes responded to the growth of slum yards in two ways. First, they made ad hoc

exceptions to their African urban policy that circumvented the idea of temporary sojournership and

the stabilisation of the urban workforce. Second, inthe light of persistent African urbanisation they

sought to protect whites living in slums through racially selective urban welfare programmes.

Abandoning the carefully devised strategy of limiting the number of Africans to the places available

in location houses, local authorities sought to impose order on cities by the dual strategy of

removing both Africans and poor whites from the slums, and licensing employers to house workers

on industrial and commercial properties. Scientific respectability for these tactics was couched in

the language of modem town planning and renewed interest in slum clearances. As construction

of locations and the removal of slums fell entirely to local authorities overburdened by the

enormous task of implementing the NUAA, the licensing of compounds became an important

interin, device for controlling the African population. There is certainly no evidence of significant

energy channelled toward any co-ordinated planning initiatives beyond curtailing African settlement

and minimising white urban poverty.

In line with the objective of improving urban conditions for Africans, the central state had

stipulated in the NUAA that houses/Villages or hostels were to be provided for African slum

residents. JUst providing sites was not good enough. Moreover, rut Africans in a proclaimed area

had to be rehoused." Ii This welfare component of the NUAA legislation was ignored hy local

authorities utilising a legitimate loophole. The 1930amendment allowed greater powers of influx

control provided entire urban areas were proclaimed under the Act. The original illtention was to

force local authorities to build locations as they implemented their segregation campaigns. The

revised legislation, however, also established a mechanism for avoiding precisely this responsibility.

If a local authority was unable to provide suitable accommodation to all Africans affected by the

proclamation of an area under the NUAA, it could licence rented properties in town as an

alternative arrangement. By issuing licences rather than building houses, municipalities were able

to wield wider influx control powers.

The application of the NUAA met with enormous opposition from landlords. There was also

considerable difficulty applying the law because domestic servants who were exempt from the law

could not be identified. Furthermore, the practice of hopping from slum to slum made it almost

78



impossible to force African tenants into locations. It is little wonder that municipalities wade

maximum UI , Jf the licensing provisions to give them access to the more repressive influx control

provisions. By herding Africans out of proclaimed areas into locations and licensed premises, or

pushing them out to peri-urban settlements, African slum clearances were enforced. But this cheap

evasive action failed to alleviate slum conditions sufficiently because the racial character of the

urban underclass was now more heterogeneous.

Transforming the raeial eharacter of urban slums

In the closing years of the 1920s the traasformation of metropolitan areas meant that slums

could no longer be construed 'is merely a 'native' problem. The transition was marked by increased

urban decay and' a shift in the racial composition of the slumyards, The case of Johannesburg,

where this transformation was most acute, is instructive. In the four years following the initial

'emoved 30 000 African people. II G The majority of the displaced families sought accommodation

proclamation of the bulk of the city under the NUAA, the Native Affairs Department forcibly

ill unproclaimed remnants of the city. II 7 It was intended that these 'black' suburbs established after

the First World War-would cater for 3000 families; by 1933the population had swollen to 26 000

people. G 8 Other relocated Africans were housed inmunicipal hostels or locations, II 9 Despite these

removals the African presence in slums was not eradicated by the segregationist efforts of the

Johannesburg Cit; Council. Some of those affected by t'ie NUAA returned to slum areas, and there

were always new migrants seeking accommodation." 0 One noticeable trend was for coloureds, over

whom local authorities had no power, to occupy the houses and rooms vacated by Africans.7 1i~l The dramatic increase in the number of poor whites in the city was more significant for the

persistence of slums than the reflux of blacks. The number of people whom the government

c

defined as poor whites increased nationally from 106000 in 1916, to 120000 in 1921,and 300 000

in 1933, and a large proportion of these newly urbanised poor sought a niche in Johannesburg. 7 2

By 1933 the Johannesburg authorities deemed it necessary to conduct a survey of white housing

needs in which they found 1 121 families to be unsatisfactorily accommodated, A~ittedly this

figure was only a fifth of the number of Africans relocated under the NUAA, but the sitl;'.ation
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among whites had deteriorated dramatically from that in 1923 when 322 houses in white

working-class suburbs stood empty." )

During the earl: year" otthe 19305 there was a transfo.. ntion of working class residential areas

because of the dramatic increase in the number of poor whites in the city. At the most obvious

level, one ramification of the increased urban population was to reduce the number of buildings

available for shelter. Ironically this problem was made worse by the Pact government's 'civilised

labour' policy which was designed to assist poor whites. The imperative of employing more

expensive white labour in construction meant that it was difficult to provide houses at low enoug'

prices for affordable rents.1'\ Capitalists, 1 ed with the prospect of not being able to profit from

construction for the lower income groups, did not erect new buildings.

The impact of the civilised labour policy extentl,.,t,t beyond restricting available housing stock.

One of the most important repercussions of the policy was the larje increase in the number of poor

whites in urban areas." II Between 1924 and 1929 the number of white railway labourers based in

Johannesburg trebled." S By 1931 nearly 25 000 poor whites had been absorbed into state

jobs, 1 7 A specific problem generated by the government's white labour policy, was housing

unskilled people who could not afford rents asked in the city. For example, by 1934 the number

of married railway labourers requiring housing assistance in the city wes 351.1• The Jobannesburg

City Council felt that government should be prepared to make a much more substant'sl

contribution towards re-housing these people than it had done in the past, particularly as the white

labour policy lacked any mechanism for preventing an influx from the impoverished rural areas.

o

The promise of work, it was argued. drew bywoners "away from their natural environment" by

enticing them with wages which appeared high, but which under urban conditions could only

provide a modest subsistence.

o

In the worsening depression not all new migrants to the towns benefited from state efforts to

create employment for whites. The limited success of the civilised labour policy is emphasised by

Department of Labour statistics for the numbe= of unemployed white male population at the height

of the worst depression . ears of 1932 and 1933. The Department calculated that 1.7 and;U per
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cent of the white pcoulation were unemployed respectively. The state managed to find subsidised

labour for 0.37 and 1.48 per cent respectively, leaving 1.33 and 1.62 per cent wholly out of

In April 1930,3 000 white males were repo, .d to be unemployed in Johannesburg: over 200

new employment requests were received each month by the Rand Aid Society, mainly from those

who had been living in the area for less than three months. The situation was much less severe in

other parts of the country, but similar patterns occurred, even in smaller towns. The cumulative

impact of the policy of civilised labour. depression and drought * 0 increased pressure among whites

for inexpensive shelter. Overcrowding and insanitation had resulted inwhite slum conditions in the

poorer districts, The position had changed entirely from 1927 when slums had been identified as

"largely a native problem".' 1

:,

By 1933Johannesburg's new MOB, Dr Milne, reported to the Public Health Committee that

a white housing problem had been created in the city by the influx of poor whites who allegedly

were unable to afford to house themselves decently. The assessment is important for the material

shift he identifies, and also the ideological perception it reflects. Certainly by the late 1920s

significant inroads had been achieved in clearing Africans from the city. For Dr Milne to assert that

the "native" slum problem was over would have been false. On his own admission, after eviction

under the NUAA the Africans moved to a neighbouring yard in the inner suburbs where the Act

had not yet been enforced. Far more important in the Medical Officer's statement was the

recognition that the slum problem now embraced all sections of the population, including

whites. * 2.

(I In the depression-ravaged 19305, there was a dramatic increase in the extent of the slum

problem, and in the number of whites living in these unsatisfactory conditions. The visible increase

in the concentration of the poor in the inner city led one white citizen to enquire where a "decent

person of average means" could live. II' his own words. every suburb near to town was becoming

"a haunt of kaffirs and half-wild white hooligans." 3 The most significant dimension of the growing

accommodation shortage was the changing racial composition of slumyards, 'Inc Johannesburg
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Council's 1934 survey of slums and insanitary properties for the Central Housing Board showed

that 928 of the 1922 families needing re-housing from the slums (i.e. 48 per cent) were white. I II

These poor whites were not only concentrated in the racially exclusive suburbs, but were scattered

through the working-class neighbourhoods (If the city,

The circumstances of white people embroiled in the housing crisis of the 1930s varied

tremendously across the country. At least three distinct experiences can be sketched. The first

group, the "new poor" as they came to be identified in the press, I 5 found that in the deepening

depression they were increasingly unable to meet the costs of urban life. In an attempt to reduce

living expenses by cutting their rent, rooms of a house .:wel'S'sub-let. Ideally, extended kin could be

found to share the house but, failing this, one or more young migrants would be taken in as

own premises, or outside rooms, to Africans "in order to eke out an existence".8. In many cases

it appears that black sub-tenants were preferred because their record of payment was better than

that of the poorest whites.

boarders. I " Where this was not possible, a 'room to let' sign would appear in the window. Even

if the quarters were small, someone was needed to help pay the rent. '7 This practice of sub-letting

was not racially exclusive. In his report for 1931 the Director of the Native Affairs Department

commented that he had quite frequently found that white families were letting either part of their

A second group of poor white residents of slumyards lived under much the same conditions as

Africans. Their lives were moulded by their inability to alford any but the most abject housing,

One such 'white' yard, allegedlynot an isolated case, had one tap, measured 500 square meters, and

housed 57 people, The value of the site and buildings only amounted to t330, but the slumlord

()

received an annual rent of f.150, a 45 per cent per annum return on capital invested. I.l S

Finally. there were those who could not even afford the rent for slum rooms. The plight of this

third group of poor whites was highlighted in September 1931when the unemployment association

alerted a local newspaper to one of twenty "bad cases" they had considered during the month. An

ex-serviceman and his family of seven had been evicted from their Johannesburg residence for failing

to pay the rent ami had been found living in a hollow in a disused mine dump. S 0
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Faced with a growing number of impoverished whites, the cry to rid urban areas of slums grew

progressively louder from 1930 until official action was finally taken on behalf of white slum

dwellers by instituting white urban welfare projects. !I 1 The strategy of dealing with the white slum

problem was culled from systematic urban welfare initiatives that had been pioneered in England.

In particular, grandiose, but half-baked ideas about the 'garden city' permeated South African

planning for poor whites in the 19305.

State responses to 'white slums'

Concern over the plight of whites living in slum conditions elicited a. response unknown in the

1920s. Before any official comment on t\e white housing shortage had been formalised, pressure

groups like the Citizens Housing Alliance and various housing utility companies were launched.

Two extracts from the publicity booklet To lIell With Slums capture the emotion of the new

concern. The philantnropic body pointeu out that the nation could not afford "the moral and

mental degradation which slum conditions create in those who inhabit them," If there was any

doubt about why action was required, the authors explained that the slum could become a fertile

field for "subversive propaganda", Slums, it was argued, were "convincing evidence of how a

capitalist society failed to provide good homes for the very poor, and for this reason were a

problem," I 2

In the Union, as in many other parts of the world, slum conditions were beth a threat and an

embarrassment to the authorities. Unlike cases launched in British, Canadian or American cities,

in South Africa the slum question embraced not only legal and financial considerations, but also

hinged on race. The significance of this racial dimension was apparent in the shift in state policy

and action which came about ill the early 1930s once slums Were commonly accepted a. a 'white

problem'.

Faced with extensive white poverty it was apparent that the state's policy on '.'the slum problem"

which evolved in the 1920s, was no longer appropriate. After World War One local authorities

concluded that conditions under which poor whites were living would be most satisfactorily solved



by the segrd~~iol1 of Africans, and increased housing provision for them. S 3 Eight years later the

focus on African housing led to the accusation that locations were being constructed at the expense

of whites, many of whom it was alleged were forced to live in quarters "more miserable than those

provided for natives". S ,. Solving the slum problem by re-housing Africans was no longer sufficient.

Something had to be done for the rest of the slum population. especially the poor white. Slums

would not disappear even if the entire African population could be removed from the slumyards,

which it could not, because many, particularly women, did not qualify for municipal housing. I iii

A significantly large proportion of the slum population was white. Rehousing this racially defined

group of slum residents was organised on the basis of the English model of' slum rehousing.

From 1930 the demand for white housing schemes was self-consciously political, forming an

integral component of national and municipal party political campaigns. 9 6 TIle desire to guarantee

living standards of white labour was added to ongoing concern for the segregation of the inner-city.

In the 19205this had been achieved through general Public Health legislation and the creation of

protected jobs. A decade later. assisted housing provision in garden 'city suburbs' was an additional

means of subsidising wages and ensuring a minimum standard of living. Nationally, urban welfare

translated into the introduction of extended housing finance for poor whites. Most large towns

geared themselves to accept responsibility for "rovid: g accommodation for the poor even where

this entailed unavoidable cost. Prime movers in the demand for state-provided housing schemes

motivated for the initiative on the grounds that whites, like the "respectable working class" of

London or Birmingham, were ~10t "inveterate or hereditary slum dwellers", and that there was some

responsibility to ensure their rehabilitation. II 7

The year 1930 marked a watershed in state housing policy development. 1)1' Malan, Minister

of the Interior, summed up the situation for whites when he redefined the nation's housing problem

as centring around the very poorest classes who could not afford an economic rent under any

circumstances, rather than the poor whose living conditions were restricted by the small amount

they could pay. He told parliament that everything done by way of state loans for improving

housing "had hardly touched the problem at all". The process of upward filtering which it had been

hoped would occur once new houses constructed by the Central Housing Board increased thej
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housing stock of the lower income group was not forthcoming. Rather, the 'white slum' had

become a more common urban phenomenon, "drawing into its folds surrounding areas", ' I Solving

the urban problem required a revision of existing measures. While one arm of the state's

bureaucratic machine devised elaborate policies for excluding Africans from full urban citizenship,

another pondered the most effective strategies for incorporating poor whites into the cities. The

reorganisation of public housing finance in line with the successful British action to clear slums was

the chosen approach. Racially separate administrative structures for allocating resources to housing

and urban infrastructure had already been created under the NUAA and Housing Act. Only a shift

of emphasis was required to ensure that white housing became not only separate but superior to

that allocated to blacks. 111epolicy of white slum clearance was reoriented to one of rehabilitation

through subsidised housing, often along the lines of the Octavia Hill schemes where tenants

lifestyles and budgets were supervised. 9 1I Like the management style adopted in white public

housing schemes, state financing of slum rehousing programmes in South Africa drew on English

experience.

Until 193Q. the irregular supply of Central Housing Board loans (Table 4.1), and a relativelyhigh

rate of interest Wereamong the factors that combined to dissuade local authority officialsfrom using

state housing funds.! 0 0 Once sub-economic funds were made available they were immediately

favoured by custodians of municipal housing, many of whom had never taken out economic

loans. 1 olIn tenus of the 1930 provisions, losses were to be shared equally between the Central

Housing Board and particular municipal authorities. Included in local authorities' share of the loss

was an allowance for the remission of rates on housing schemes, and the forfeit l,f one month's rent

on let units. In an endeavour to endorse the slum clearance campaign, sub-economic interest rates

were dropped by 0.5 per cent in 1934 to coincide with the passing of'the Slums Act. 1 0 2. Even more

important in eliciting a drive for slum clearance through council housing provision was the 1936

cut in rates to 0.75 per cent, and a readjustment of the loss ratio whereby the central state absorbed

two thirds of the cost of sub-economic construction (Table 4.1). So successful was this incentive

that by 1939 the demand for sub-economic housing funding had dried the coffers of the Central
()

Housing Board. 1 0 3 By contrast, a year after war not all economic funds allocated by parliament

had been taken up. 1 0 ~

85



I
:1

Table 4.1: Changes in national housing policy for whites, 1920.1944.1 0 5

DATE ECONOMIC LOANS SUB·ECONOMIC LOANS

1920 100per cent loan at 3 per cent

1922 Central State loans for
housing were abandoned
because of lack of funds.

1925 Funding for hostels for
whites introduced,

1927 Central Housing Board funds
petered out.

1928 Only 75 per cent of the amount
required for construction
was loaned.

1930 Sub-economic loans introduced
at 2 per cent to encourage
slum clearance.
The ratio of the loss incurred
was 1:1 between the the central
and local housing sponsors.

1934 Sub-economic interest rates
dropped to 1.S per cent.

1936
Interest rates on "ub-cconomic
loans dropped to 0>75 per cent,
and the allocation \of losses
changed to a ratio of.2:1
in the iocal authorities
favour.

1937 State to stand surety
for 60-90 per cent on
loans to individuals.
Interest rates increased
to 3.5 per cent.

1939 Insufficient sub-economic
funds available from the
Central Housing Board to
meet all the applications.

The differential treatment of poor whites involved not only the legal compartmentalisation of

urban policy, but also the racial fragmentation of residential space. Having defined racial segregation

as the solution to problems of urbanisation and industrialisation of the workforce, the state

activated this policy by implementing racist removals. Contrary to popular conception, this
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included all the urban poor. The full racist implications of unequal town planning lay less in the

principle of slum clearance and more in the manner in which slum communities were rehoused.

Conclusion

In South Africa the major forces in the fresh awareness of conditions of urban blight stemmed

from the increased proportion of whites living in slum conditions and the growing permanent

African urban population. In the 19305the call for slum clearance was coupled with the demand

for proper re-housing of the white slum population, restricted African entry to towns, and minimal

expenditure on urban services for Africans. The technical approach to slum clearance and public

housing finance at this time may be attributed in part to an imported awareness from England

where the movement to rid cities of slums through the systematic application of scientific town

planning rules had gained new vigour.

In line with international trends to rehouse poor slum residents in state-financed housin;;',

African locations and white council housing schemes were both subsidised. There were, however,

a number of ways in which the re-housing programme for whites differed, in both policy and

practice, from other race groups. For whites, slum removal promised a house of better quality in

a more advantageous location than any black slum resident could hope for. Proximity to work, a

private garden and a higher standard of construction were not all that the white slum dweller

received. The white housing programme was based on the philosophy that slum residents could be

socially and economically rehabilitated into a racial aristocracy if they became state tenants.

(J

~-

By contrast, urban African residents lived under continua] threat of the growing influence of

Stallardism that undermined their very presence in the city. Despite limited liberal support for the

permanence of an urban African community, they received none of the urban service benefits such

as trade, education or health facilities that were automatically afforded to whites. III the face of

limited funds for African settlement, compound housing was favoured over family shelter. In a

cruel twist, the orly advantage which permanently settled urban Africans received was through the

operation of influx control regulations that restricted job competition by rural migrants.
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PART HI

RACI~ AND JOHANNESBURC;' SLUMS

The nature and pare of national urban segregation policy was dictated by slum conditions in

industrialising Johanacsburg, Local authority implementation of national urban policy encountered

snags in all large urban cen. LL, but cosmopolitan Johannesburg was the testing ground for the

enforcement of the racial planning legislation discussed in the first section of the thesis. The

Johannesburg experience of segregation is therefore central to the understanding of race and the

South African city.

The inner-city of the country's largest urban centre was far from socially or spatially

homogeneous. The diverse racial composition, the presence of both migrants and urbanites, and the

prevalence of non-nuclear family living arrangements were among the factors brought to bear on

the formulation of state strategies to remove slums. In physical terms a slum could mean anything

from a sub-let room in a house to a backyard shack or an industrial compound. In detailing the

living conditions of the poor of Johannesburg, attention needs to be given to the place of gender

in the initiation of segregated welfare: strategies, to the making of racial categories through the

creation of an urban 'native' problem, and to the suppression of political unrest through the

manipulation of racial access to space. The strategy for transforming gender, race and power

relations in Johannesburg was the geographical reorganisation of residential space through the

removal of slums.

The local application of slum legislation demonstrates that colonial standards wert: not

uniformly or readily achieved in Johannesburg's racially integrated inner-city, In less than two

decades the racial geography of' Johannesburg was transformed: urban segregation was entrenched

and the problem of slum~)~~s alleviated, but 110t solved. In the effort to minimise whites' rates and

taxes ar d to contain t~ urB\arlwage hill. African workers were housed in regimented municipal

accommodation that was ()~; a marginal physical improvement on the living standards of the

slums. 'I he segregated locations, and especially compounds, created the economic and spatial

conditions for racial domination.
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Four themes recur across the spatial and temporal variation of Johannesburg slums. First,

segregation was neither a device for sanitising the ,:ity nor was the threat of disease a mask behind

which segregation was enforced. Limited but definite improvements for some urban Africans were

initiated. Locations and even compounds offered cheaper and healthier, if less attractive,

accommodation than the slums. Poor whites benefited immeasurably from segregationist urban

welfare initiatives, often at the expense of coloureds, who became a defined but marginalised urban

community, and to the detriment of Africans who were denied full urban access. Second, racial

classification assumed a material base in th« light of differentiated urban conditions and status.

Coloureds, Africans and whites were not only allocated different locations, but public housing was

of unequal standard. Indians received no public housing assistance at all. Third, segregation was

not simply a crude device for controlling the urban Afri",m population and supplying cheap labour

to the mines and industry. Slum .cmovals and the imposition of racial residential segregation

embodied the convergent interests of white ra.epayers, Afrikaner nationalists, English-speaking

liberals, local authorities and employers. Finally, urban policy makers, especially local authorities,

instituted public health measures, cleared slums and built decentralised commuter townships in

much the same way as other industrialising SOC:';';l.:;lS. In South Africa, however, town planning was

the primary device by which urban racial segregation rather than social segregation was secured.
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rae GENDERED GENESIS OF HOSTELS FOR WHITES

Just as London's experiences dictated English housing reforms, so developments in

Johannesburg led the way in the evolution of South African urban policies. Johannesburg evolved

from a temporary mining camp in the aftermath of the First World War. By the 1920s:it was the

most populous industrial centre in the African sub-continent. In this formative period,

Johannesburg's population was predominantly white, a feature which was directly challenged by

African urbanisation associated with industrialisation, and fiercely protected by the white

establishment who perceived Johannesburg as inalienably white space, Not only was well over half

of Johannesburg's post-World War Due population white, but the majority of the city's 100 000

African population was hidden in closed mine compounds out of sight of the city centre.

Furthermore, several thousand Africans who worked in Johannesburg lived 13miles away at the

Klipspruit location. Domestic quarters on white suburban properties provided another important,

but unobtrusive, source of accommodation for blacks. Thus, despite the growth of the black slum

In

yards (Fig. 5.1) the racial residential character of the working-class inner-city of Johannesburg

appeared to be 'white'. The housing experience of white workers in Johannesburg, a

disproportionate percentage of whom were single women, is of particular significance to the

understanding of both urban reform and segregation initiatives that were pioneered in South Africa

and emulated across the African continent. 1

Preoccupation with the emergence of a racial ideology that underscored the establishment of

segregated residential areas in Africa has obscured the influence of sexism on urban policy.

Similarly, in the search for the economic and political motives behind discriminatory urban

management, the role of the church, one of the most influential bodies of the early twentieth

century has been underestimated. 'Ole maintenance of Chrlstien morality in the urban slums is a

well explored theme in the literature on the refor,n movements of Europe and North America, yet

in Africa the impact of mission work is rarely considered outside of the rural mission station.2. In
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South Africa, a country with <l. strong Calvanist tradition, urban slum conditions challenged the

moral values of the Church.

Figure 5.1: Johannesburg in the inter-war years.

It is a mistake to assume that all white Johannesburg residents were home-owning ratepayers.

Admittedly I burgers had the rigbt to vote in municipal elections despite the fact that by far the

majority of the white population rented their homes. The Ratepayers' Association, once acerbically

coined "the Landlords' Protection Association", did not represent even the major interests of the

racial elite. There are no reliable figures on the relative importance l)f home ownership versus rental

in inter-war Johannesburg, but the 1920 figure of only 5 per cent home-ownership among the

European population was used to motivate for a Rent Act in South Africa. Thus, although white

South Africans had political influence at both parliamentary and municipal levels, many Europeans

w,'!1'C at the economic mercy of rent-racketeering landlords who were earning over 30 per cent

(I

o

'- f._j~ fr"/ "y,r.~' ,\
(_ .)

EEl M~lNICIPALl.(lCATlON!.:~ G""BERTSVILlE .• .• f
o 8LACK fREEHOLD ARE'AS /!il;......... 5.0PlHATCW'" J 0 HAN N E S BUR G •9'/h SWM AREAS -: ,'.. MARTIN[)~'"~ • \

• COMPOUNDS ~ .\>:. WE"STfAN",ATIVE M~LAV •
\ - .• •.. TOWNSHIP LOCATIO", •

NEweY-AI: ..•.•••.••• ~~ ~

f"...... ~.'-. 7 .OO~""'""'" ~ltf.. ~~..'.m' "
.............. ~~..t . ~10WNSHIP............... ~ ?? ~PR(lSPLGT ,fi ~~~~.'__.J

~~~~~~f~~\~ L.Jkm (.

~ .

100

interest on capital from rentals.? In this respect Johannesburg was truly a "City of Gold",
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Rental accommodation in Johannesburg commonly took the form of boarding house lodgings

(Fig. 5.2). '111e proprietor was usually an English woman who, in her turn, employed a domestic

staff of black and \\ hite women to clean and cook. The standard of the accommodation varied

enormously from Orwellian doss-houses where a bed in a 'spike,4 (a communal sleeping room)

could be let for less than Is (xi per night, to a rather more respectable suite of rooms that were let

to families for £2· £4 per month. I; The doss house as seen through the eyes of one-time resident,

Aloysious Smith, and the lens of his biographer, Couzens, was not a pleasant place to live:

The inmates were at the mercy of esurlent landlords. Condltions were worse than in tile equivalent

'rat-pits' of'Scotland. The cheapest bed ticket cost five to ten shillings a week compared to one shilling

ami threepence for a tot of whisky. Furnishings were sparse or non-exlstcntt lice were the only things

generously provided. Cold if' winter was endemic but the lodging-houses were in the infellcitous

phrase of a contemporary Journalist. 'hotbeds of crime' .... The doss houses were places where you

slept in your coat not only for warmth but 'to save it from being collared by some poor chap hasn't

got one: S

')

Figure 5.2: A Johannesburg boarding house. 7
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'The boarding house played a central role in sheltering Johannesburg's employed, unemployed

and even unemployable population because of the paucity of alternative conventional

accommodation. The precedent of using white builders increased construction costs by 30 per

cent.' High prices were also ascribed to the expense of importing materials such as pressed-steel

ceilings and the artificially induced land shortage that was caused by extensive mining house

property holdings. The cost of modest housing was beyond the means of even the regularly

employed, who were lucky to eam £.1 a week for skilled work. 9 One way that families met the

infamously high Johannesburg cost of living was to IGt rooms to lodgers. These 'houses let in

lodgings' could have as many as four tenants without requiring any licence.' 0 The prevalence of

this practice is impossible to ascertain, but in deliberating on the difficulty of distinguishing between

'a house let in lodgings' and 'a lodging or boarding house', a district inspector pointed out that

'every second house' in the working class districts let rooms. '. 1 This was probably an

overstatement, out at least 2 500 houses in Johannesburg were occupied by two families and a

further 300 hosted three families. Approximately ~00 dwellings were known to have housed more

than four families per unit. 1 2 Even the most respectable civil servants depended on the extra cash

generated by their role as casual landlord, 1 )

The proportion of men renting beds in boarding houses declined as Johannesburg became more

established, and white men brought their families to the Rand. Between 19D4 and World War One

the proportion of married men in Johannesburg increased several fold. The absolute number of

single people sleeping in doss houses, however, continued to increase well into the 1920s. In 1896

there were between 60 and 90 known boardin:~ houses, a figure that almost doubled by 1919, only

to return to nineteenth century levels by 1935.1 4 The doss houses remained centrally located, but

unlike the turn of the century pattern very few were situated on mine property itself. Most of the

boarding houses were concentrated to the {last of the city, away from the ghettos of the Malay

Location and New Doornfontein south of the railway line, but within walking distance of the new

manufacturing establishments that clustered along the flat ground in the Doomfontcin vicinity (fig.

~3). The residential conditions of white workers were markedly superior to those of Africans, who

earned Jells than a third of the wages paid to Europeans, and who could not afford even doss house
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shelter. 1 IS But, as the socialist organ The Labour World was quick to point out, in the battle for

affordable accommodation and the struggle against rack-renting the issue was

not racial and not flag and not republican and not monarchical and not creed> nor is it a party issue.

It is not an issue between town and country « f03 .!C Dutch bil-wooner on the farms feels the same

way as the British workman does in mine or factory or sweating den. The widow and child of the

soldier of either race will suffer in equal degree.1 6

Figure 5.3~The geography of white boarding houses and hostels. 1 '!
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By stitching together the disparate threads of unhap:.-yworking lives the Labour Party was able

to create all issue which united whites, regardless of ethnicity, in the call for housing reform.

Nationally this white caucus was very successful in pushing through the Public Health and the

Housing Act. In practical terms this legislative victory was rather hollow. Financial constraints

meant very that little money was actually spent by local authorities on white housing. 1 I Local

efforts to convince the authorities of the need for state assistance for white housing in Johannesburg

backfired when the Medical Officer of Health, Dr Porter, discovered that only 250 of the 2 000

people living in insanitary properties were white, and that there was no overall shortage of
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accommodation fat' whites within a mile radius of the central city. Porter's report did, however,

concede a general shortage of affordable 'respectable' accommodation for whites." " The cost of

rent 110 doubt explains why in 1918 over a quarter of white Johannesburg residents lived with

densities of more than two people to a room.f D The 1918 survey marked a watershed in Porter'S

perception of the nature of the housing crisi ... in Johannesburg by drawing his attention. to the

growing severity of i\f<icat~ living conditions. Several other major players appear to have remained

oblivious to the abominable black housing conditions, other than to note the th~~ t of

rniscege iatk», and to call repeatedly for segregation. In the absence of state support for white

housing improven ents, aud wit" onl- impotent efforts to remove Africans from the white city,

several bodies initiated alternative measvics to redress the slum problem, especially insofar as it

began t'J affect white women,

White women and the slums of the golden city

Moves to clear white women. living in the once-male preserve of doss houses in Johannesburg

were motivated and executed by South African churches, an agent not usually associated with the

shaping of the South African built environment. Concerned primarily for the moral stature of their

flock, and only secondarily for the geographical isolation of their white charges, the religious

architects of women's hostels bolstered the de facto segregation of Johannesburg's working class

population.

Prostitution and miscegenation fuelled co-operation between church and state in the

construction of hostels for poor white women inJohannesburg. After Wvrld War One a burgeoning

manufacturing sector relied increasingly on the labour of unskilled, unmarried white women. 2 1 In

1924 already 48 per cent of the manufacturing work force were white women; by 1935 this figure

had inc..rreased to 73 per cent . .2 2 The growth of the food, textile, printing, and chemical industries

on the Rand offered a niche, albeit tenuous, for Afrikaner women made redundant in impoverished

and drought-stricken farm areas. 2. 3 Establishing an urban manufacturing base placed a premium

on affordable accommodation in Johannesburg. Of the thousands of workers who found refuge in

slum areas where a room, or sometimes even just a bed, could be rented, young white women were
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a minority. Nevertheless, these working-class women were singled out by both the church and the

state in the moral outcry over developing slum housing. Concern over the welfare of young white

women spearheaded the urban reform initiatives that depended on segregationist ideals for their

implementation. Even before the relocation of Africans under the Natives (Urban Areas) Act in,

the tate 1~2IJs, or the estr' .,'shment of council hou sing for white families in the 19308, hostels were

built for the white daughters of the golden city.

In the years after the First World War the demand for protective hostel accommodation for

white women in many resp .., tS mirrored the concern of the time for the shelter of the growing

African female work-force.2'" While white women in the inter-war years were incorporated into

Johannesburg's new factories, African women were moving into previously male-dominated

domestic service in the suburbs of the city. ~ II In the 1920s and 1930s there was a marked increase

in the number of women resident in Johannesburg. 2 6 Parallel demographic patterns for African

and white urbanisation were repeated in the housing arena where critical shortages occurred for all,

but were especially acute for women who needed to be near their employment. 2'/ In the days when

poverty knew no colour bar, white women joined the poorer class of men who let beds or rooms

in Johannesburg's doss houses.

Unlike African women who came regularly to 'Egoli' to join their husbands or families, ~ •

white girls, with the possible exception of Jewish lmmigrants." 9 were usually the first to urbanise,

leaving the men behind in the rural areas. 30 By 1928 over 10000 white women were employed in

poorly paid urban factory jobs.'1 With no kin in the city on whom they could rely for economic

support, these young women commonly became urban renters. Poverty drove many girls into slum

areas where affordable shelter could be obtained. 3 2 Very few of .he registered boardirv ho ....ses

restricted letting to men only. 3
3 Until single-sex hostels were built, women mat

establishments, and sometimes even room", with men. Cohabitation of the sexes was officially

prohibited, but in an effort to fill every bed, landlords would enquire if prospective women tenants

would he prepared to share rooms with men. 3 it



In the face of increasing housing shortages in Johannesburg and a steadily growing population,

young white girls sometimes boarded with families in insalubrious parts (if town. Rooms let in

suburban houses provided as unreliable a form of accommodation as the more notorious boarding

houses, as they were less rigorously monitored by the city council. Rooms in the filthy lodging

houses were, understandably, considered "unfit for human habitation". 3
15 Regulations that

followed the English boarding house rules for changing line...l and airing rooms and sweeping yards

were only introduced after 1927.3 Ii Even then not all establishments enforced the code. Although

boarding houses were not licensed to sell liquor they were widely known as drinking places. 3 1 One

Johannesburg social worker claimed that methylated spirits and cheap wine were served to young

women by pimps as a means of enticing them into the boarding houses that doubled as houses of

ill-repute. The alleged effect of this concoction was to rna' the girls "lose all vestige of
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self-respect"." I Apart from exposure to the evils of the backstreets, lack of home life and discipline

were held to contribute to the female doss house resident's already repugnant circumstances.f •

Poverty has no darling. White girls were no different to the newly urbanised Africans struggling

to survive in the developing city. Slums housed those in need, irrespective of race or CO~0ur. One

of the major complaints of the predominantly Anglo-Dutch church community which headed a

protest to the Johannesburg Municipality against boarding house proprietors was that they failed

to deter "cosmopolitan" tenants. II II This was presumably a reference to the southern and central

Europeans who began to arrive in South Africa as immigration to north America became more

difficult.41 Mote sustained outrage was reserved for mixing across the colour bar. -42

Despite the public hysteria over miscegenation, the forces to which newly proletarianised young

white women were exposed were not restricted to the so-called 'dregs of a mixed population'.

Economic survival in preference to impoverishment promoted male than mere social

indiscrimination across the colour line. Women, who .•received lowe" wages than their male

counterparts," 3 were compelled to seek alternate methods 'Withwhich to supplement their below

subsistence income. Albeit construed as socially abhorrent, prostitution ensured economic
(l survival.r." Reporting on a survey of 1 000 white Johannesburg prostitutes conducted in

1939/1940, Illffenotes." 5
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ninety percent of full-time prostitutes Wi;Jrcoriginally ill-paid unskilled workers in factories. shops,

tea-rooms, domestic work and similar occupations. A high proportion of these girls were genuinely

unable to live on the wages which they received for their legitimate employment.

Although some white women were attracted by lucrative prospects of life on the streets, they

were more fortunate than black women because 'legitimate' employment could also be obtained.

In order to cultivate the support of the white working class, the Pact government instigated a policy

of 'civilised labour' hy which jobs for whites were protected, and in many instances created." I

Encouraged by the prospect of employment, especially for the young and able-bodied, the rural

destitute migrated to the towns." 7 The civilised labour policy created jobs for whites, but could

not guarantee 'civilised' behaviour. Paltry wages received by women rarely provided for even the

essentials of urban living, and these workers therefore continued to live amongst the even less well

paid black working class or the unemployed in the city slums. The growth of white poverty in the

early 1930s associated with drought, the great depression and the rise of an African petty bourgeois

elite appears to have increased the incidence of racial mixing ill the lodging houses and yards. The

threat of miscegenation bolstered initiatives to introduce protected housing for white women.

The exposure of young, often immature, girls to a constant tussle for urban survival was said

to encourage rapid physical and moral degeneration. An encounter with YOUIlg factory employees

was described as follows:

One day I faced a class of thirty working girls coming from the poorest homes, coming from the new
environment of factory life. Fourteen years old - children - most of them poorly dressed- some badly
nourished" shy - physically and mentally retarded for their age....In their eyes one: could read what
these girls in their young age had seen and heard, unfit for their tender eyes and ears. They wer~'not
shy • on the contrary • cheeky and bold using expressions others would blush about. ...Slowly I
recognised this new world and understood the new mentality resultant from an environment of
struggle and hardship, devoid of comfort and ease. ", •

Ccncem for the social. moral and physical standards of the white working class grew as the

numbers of poor whites in the cities increased. ",t Philanthropists, moralists, and racists of the time

sought desperately to impose 'appropriate' codes of behaviour that would distinguish poor whites

from the remainder of the working class amongst whom they lived. Particular effort and concern

was focused on women. Moves to establish women's hostels in preference to the doss houses were

identified as "not only a practical solution to the problem of labour control and housing, but also

to
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as an exercise of moral reform". & 0 They were simultaneously an important step down the path of

racial residential segregation.

Post-influenza epidemic initiatives to remove the most vulnerable of the white population, single

young women, from the blighted inner-city of Johannesburg were st(utlingly successful in

comparison to the rather ineffectual enforcement of the NUAA.' 1 Despite political commitment

to the whr~cworking dHSS and the implementation of residential scgre-ation, it was the church and

not the state that provided the major impetus fer hostel construction for whites ill Johannesburg.

Charity, t~bastityand the whit~women of JohlU'llU~r~~

The moral downfall of white working women captured the interest of, among others, concerned

Christian women, Understandably, as most of the migrants were Afrikaners, the Dutch Reformed

Church played a dominant role in providing urban welfare services.S 2 Together with other

charitable and religious organisations, including Jews and Catholics. Protestant Women's Groups

campaigned to preserve female chastity, I 3 something that was overtly threatened by the lodging

house environment of central Johannesburg, Particularly in the white community, chastelessness

was seen as a direct expression of the break-down of traditional roles tarnishing the values of the

'volk', Women, formerlv central pillars of the family, were alienated in the dty and lacked the

support and discipline provided h~ familial tics. Alone in the city. surrounded hy 'corrupting'

elements, they were susceptible to tho 'Illink J1edfi~r(or 'seductive swindle' of urban life. II "

A primary concern of women's church and humanitarian organisations was, therefore, to

safeguard vulnerable females against the enticing evil of their newly acquired independence. 'Ihese

social groujs envisioned themselves as shepherds with the duty of rendering their defenceless

charges immune to moral degradation. In order to achieve this end, migrants would have to he

place.' n caring, disci]:::llcd and subsidised residences from their first arrival the city. I I In this

respect the South African experience was remarkably similar to much of the English colonial world

where organianions like the Salvation A:,ny or the Young Women's Christian Association were

active ill W IUl'Wn'S hostel work.
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Soon after the First World War, organised groups of women began to pressurise the state to

establish hostels for low-paid working women, both African and European. IS I An alternative to

the lodging houses or yards was held to be particularly imperative so that young women, black and

white, could benefit from the supervision and friendly companionship in a controlled

environment, IS '1 In order to qualify for entry into a hostel. applicants were required to possess

certain attributes; these included "good conduct and character" and a 'bright and intelligent

appcllnmc(~."!l· Juveniles of a "poor type" were to be denied accommodation, as girls of "weak

characters, low educational attainments or poor physique tended to degenerate more quickly under

conditions of town life than in rural surroundings." While the concern to segregate the races and

the sexes was uppermost in the philanthropic mind, a division between 'respectable' and

'degenerate' poor people was being carved simultaneously within eaeh gender and race group.

Destitute poor whites were relatively protected by soup kitchens, and by employment, school and

health programmes, and they never became a distinct sub-group within the European community.

Divisions within the African working class were more obvious. The emergence of a 'respectable'

or petty-bourgeois African elite on the Rand had a major political impact. I • The extent to which

the presence of permanently settled, semi-skilled Africans prompted major shifts in urban 'native'

policy is taken up in subsequent chapters. In the case of both the African ami the white working

class, the strategy of accommodating a segment of the labour force in austere but efficient single-sex

housing guaranteed that the residential conditions necessary for the growth of the manufacturing

industry on the Rand were achieved.

The move towards the provision of single-sex hostels by religious and charitable organisations

11<iJ a philanthropic rather than economic ideal as its guiding motive. These bodies, which included

both I ':nglh!h and Afrikaans-speaking denominations, demonstrated an acute social consciousness

geared towards the moral protection and upliltment of working-elass women. Connections between

the dignity of her gender MId the stature of the 'volk' distinguished the concern for the Afrikaner

garment worker from that expressed for African women or white men for whom hostels were also

constructed. In the cady 19208, years of tumultuous labour unrert on t'.i.1.l Rand, the political

ramifications of racially 'indiscrete' actions by women of the white " ,'t; underscored government

support of hostel establishment. The state's social consciousness was finnly entrenched in the

economic &tability and political durability of the Union and its ruling race.

/ ".~
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Gendered eoneems of the state

Woman's religious organisations and the state recognised the l ,crable conditions in which the

female worker existed, The state was, however, concerned more with the 'abhorrent miscegeny'

that characterised the areas in which working-class women lived, than with the moral condition of

the women themselves. It was a firmly held public opinion that racial self-respect could be induced

by physical removal from undesirable surroundings in private rental arrangements to supervised

hostels. Moreover, it was feared that the economic equality of poor whites and 'non-Europeans",

and the contiguity of their dwellings, tended to foster social equality. '0 Segregated hostels would

prevent the: miscegeny that had noticeably weakened the colour line in working-class Johannesburg.

Through the mechanism of separate accommodation, racial integration could be minimised and

economic and social distance between the races intensified. Hostels were condoned because they

provided youths, and more particularly women, with the opportunity to participate in urban

industrial life while protected, physically and socially, from the ravages of slum life.

Particularly in the 1920s the problem of the social upliftment of urban poor whites was

understood to h~integrally involved with their residential separation from the African,working class.

By the 1930s, public housing schemes had been initiated and separate accommodation for the white

working class was constructed, Unfortunately, state housing assistance in the inter-war period

catered only for families. This nuclear-family bias excluded one of the most significant segments

of the labour-force of Johannesburg, namely white women, from state housing assistance. Hostels

filled this gap in the state's white welfare proposals, which were at least in part aimed at the

segregation of urban residential areas. This is not to deny the state's concern for the moral status

of young white workers. Anxiety was nevertheless quasi-moral; the desire for spiritual rehabilitation

barely concealed all abhorrence of racial integration in any form. Ii 1

(

Hostels would also serve: as a form of informal influx control. Concern was ~tlcl'c~lsing1,directed

at streams of migrants attracted to the towns by the 'civilised labour' programmes, placing stress

on overtaxed city resources, It was assumed that families would allow single women to migrate

alone if they were assured of an establishment where the girls would be under proper supervision.
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If not, an entire family would often migrate for fear of leaving a dan;' '<'r unprotected. S 2 If hostel

accommodation was available, only prospective workers would move to industrialising urban areas

and unproductive family members would not further pressurise the overcrowded c.ties.

As industry increasingly demanded cheap labour and the civilised labour policy endorsed the

preferential employment of whites, the economic value of white working-class women was

undeniable. ~ 3 Unlike the early }90()s when men's indulgence in the vices of drinking, gambling and

whoring were condoned to appease an unmarried male workforce on whose labour industrialisation

depended, I,. the devaluation ,if female workers' worth was linked to the hazards of economic

destitution associated with sub-standard wages. This was stressed in parliament:

The danger is therefore gl·C?t in all centres of industries and let me just cite the case of young girls
also earning 15sper week barely providing for housing accommodation alone. 'They go then to little
rooms in tile' stums of'the great towns amongst surroundings altogether undesirable and demoradslng,
ani are often the root occasion of their young wrong. It becomes a necessity to care for such persons
by means of hostels•• Ii

A 'degenerate' (unmarried mother?) female worker was not perceived as a productive worker and

'\ as of little use in a labour market where child-care facilities were virtually non-existent (though

white working-class women often employed African child-minders to allow them to work). The

state thus considered hostel accommodation to be an economic benefit, a source through which

'civilised' labour could be sustained and reproduced without further inflating whitt) wages which

were already higher than anywhere else in the world other than North America. Economic and

political imperatives, rather than pure mc.al principle. made the prospect of hostel accommodation

1'\101'(; attractive to the state. ' ..

In order to extract maximum productivity from the female ,\vdding·,;lass, as well as limiting

iudiscriminate influx, the state demanded that applicants for accommodation in Johannesburg

Pt):iSCSS rcrtain crcdmttials before being allocated hoste! moms, a sentiment little different to that

\.'mhldktl in. the Natives (I irb:m .,.'\I'as) Act and applied to African men. Apart from the expected

rninimot wage receipt. fcmab migrants were to have sa\\~,~dl'\l in securing I'\ll,p!oymcnt before they

;!"rived i.n towns. The state's burden of h.wing f,' pnn'ide for au im reasing UllChlpJoyed lal-our

fun.' would he vastly rnlw":I.:d. 'I'ii i '\\is ;,.kalbtic, a fact revealed hy the Juvenile Bl';lhl, whiel.
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procured. I 1 The credentials were accordingly extended in order to encompass those girls who had

'definite prospects' of obtaining work within one or two weeks.

As in the case of African women. where 'Chri'lHan compound netwc ~.lc",l1atcd domestic

employment ,pportunities," hostels would also be a channel through which job allocation could

occur. Positive reputations ascribed to women's residences by industry were reinforced by

assistance to new female workers from hostel committees, thereby ensuring inmates fl greater chance

of success in industrial careers. The establishment of hostels for white workers was a particular asset

to employers, especially in instances where '11Omcconditions militated against an effective training

in their craft by reasons either of extreme poverty, lack of parental control or distance between

home and work ",. Hostels offered an environment that encouraged maximum productivity from

new migrants. Hostel accommodation, where the reproduction of labour was stringently supervised,

was supported as a means of transforming social burdens into economic assets. 1 0

Hostels for fhe whit~, daughters of the City of Gold

Doth due to their gender a colour, but also because of their integral role in nascent

manufacturing on the Rand, poor white women were provided with supervised and subsidised

housing. While the practice of boarding with fin or surrogate kin continued to be practised by r.'·''ty

of the factory girls of Johannesburg, 1 1 alternative accommodation, by way of some 750 beds, was

also available in hostels. The importance of hostel accommodation relative to family housing is

highlighted through comparison with the paltry total of 431 units completed by the Johannesburg

Council for poor whites in the inter-war years. 1 2 The residential plight of single white

working-class women was clearly high on the urban shelter agenda.

Action was initiated by the state to broaden the scope uf the 1920 Housing Act in order to

permit loans for the building of hostels or other similar institutions, 'flus preliminary measure was

taken in 1925 to attempt in some way to accommodate persons ill employment who were otherwise

unable to secure suitable accommodation within their means." 3 This extension of the Housing

Act concerned the white population alone: it did not even extend, us the: Housing Act of !920 had,
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to the funding of shelter for coloureds and Indians. A Commission was appointed by the

Department of Labour in 1926 to investigate the provision of hostels for Afrikaner children from

rural districts. The Commission discovered some 7 000 to 8 000 juveniles residing in boarding

houses in the Union's large cities, in addition to the thousands who relied on state and church

settlements. The accommodation shortages were exacerbated by between 2 000 and 3 000 rural

juveniles who left school each year and entered the labour market. In theory, hostels were a solution

to both the absolute housing deficit and the contextual shelter crisis occasioned by racial

integration, for they allowed women to overcome geographical and economic obstacles to urban

employment. 7 .. Ultimately, however, the post-war depression and the mounting obsession with

the urban 'native problem" precluded state implementation of white hostel schemes, and women

continued to shelter in the racially mixed slums.

III the early 1920s state housing funds were allocated to the imposition of the NUAA as the

most effective method for redressing the urban crisis by adequately rehousing the African

population, alleviating the accommodation shortage and securing residential segregation." Ii 'I1m

Companies Act of 1926 allowed for t1K~ extension of sub-economic housing loans to private

organisations for the establishment of hostel accommodation for low-paid workers. These

charitable associations, many of which were religious, were to register themselves as Utility

Companies and were to function on a non-profit basis. 1 S

Some form of hostel accommodation was available to 230 young women before 1925. This

included the ):'om'g Women's Christian I\ssociati(m (YWCA) hostels opened in Johannesburg as

extent for 'destitu«: women', but since low-paid workers were not elassified all destitute they were

Home.?· Until the outbreak of World War Two, there remained in excess of (I 400 women

working in Johannesburg, a large proportion of whom were single and in desperate need of a place

(
of residence." ('I Th,: Johannesburg City (\nmdl Hostel Committee was aware of the demand for

stated that

lU

J



If the thousands of young girl workers were paid wages upon which they could live decently, there
would be no need for hostels, but their earning capacity is such that it is ..n utter impossibility for them
to pay the usual charges demanded by Private Hostels and Boarding Establishment'! •• 0

Seven hostels catering specificsll- young, single, low-paid working women were established

or expanded by extra-state mear-, durinf" the 1930s. Almost without exception they were run by

religious !'!'mps 01' charitable organisations. Government institutions had managed to shift the

responsibility for establishing and managing white single quarters onto these bodies.' 1 In the

1930&,however, the state allocated £5 (Jon to the Department of Education for subsidising hostels

for the most needy among Johanncsi» :'I'(s residents. a ,2 As the general economic climate improved

following South Africa's departure from the standard in 1933, the amount of money available

for public housing expanded. At the time when state finances earmarked for Johannesburg were

poured into township construction at Orlando (for Africans), Coronationville (for 'coloureds'), and

Jan Hofrneyr (for whites), some money also spilled into coffers of hostel organisations, In the

mid-1930s the state became more directly involved in single white women through financial

assistance, CVilU though it han aborted irs primary commitment to the actual establishment and

running of hostels, • :I

Once the central state hegan to fund a portion of hostel bills, pililanthropic organisations were

brought under the umbrella of state welfare administration. Hostels, once receiving state grants,

became answerable to a local au?!Iority Hostel Committee, Ihis Committee was composed of

members of stute and charitable org;inisatiolls. These in t,~cn fell under the jurisdiction of the

hostels for the white women of Johannesburg fell under the auspiees of '1he state, the perceived role
(

of the residences seems to have chat g(:d. ('oiltimll.'.l church involvement ensured the persistence

of a m.ural code for hostel inmates, but the institutions were soon treated as regular

accommodation, free of morel constraint .l:1J1' the single female work-three. 8 II A more fundamental

( factor in the decline of female tenancy in Johannesburg doss houses was the de dining importance
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Conclusion

Within the slum belt that girdled Johannesburg there were a number of different forms of shelter

for the poor. Boarding houses hosted the majority of unmarried whites. With the shift from mining

to maaufacturing, Johannesburg's single people were increasingly women as well as men. These

factory 'meisies', as well as the prostitutes, cooks, and chars, could not afford a suburban house and

garden. The decision to share a Johannesburg doss house with the kind of man who was exposed

to the harshest urban conditions was born of necessity. The plight of these white women was first

taken up by Christian philanthropists who received a sympathetic ear from central and local

government.

The provision of hostel accommodation for white working women stemmed initially from

philanthropists' acknowledgement of the wretched conditions in which women were forced to

survive. Church and state concern over the presence of white working-class women in the poor,

racially-integrated quarters of Johannesburg underscored their effort to establish hostels. The

church's philanthropic stance viewed economic survival as secondary, demanded only in as far as

the physical body houses the spirit. Moral issues were primary, and women from various

organisations sought to uplift the female worker from the depths of 'social and moral degradation',

The state, by contrast, considered moral rehabilitation as only a minor aspect of hostel

accommodation. Hostels sufficed as places of abode whore women could regain their footing before

making a home of their own outside the slum areas, By minimising the necessity for inferior

lodgings through the extension of 'suitable' housing facilities, hostels would maintain the

labour-force and in addition SCl'Veas a mechanism for promoting racial separation.

(:

The state considered racial segregation desirable, and economic reproduction of the white

working class imperative. Accordingly, hostels had an important roie to play in the eeonom ....of

the industrialising urban areas. Womens' wages could be maintained at low levels. providing the

labour force could be cheaply :\lJcommodated. Any threat of a unified labour movement across the

colour bar was minimised by segregating working-class living quarters. The possibility of' race

tensions (such as those 1:1at underlay the 1922 strike) spreading into the suburbs was also reduced.
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The productivity and political reliability of white workers, a significant proportion of whom were

women, was seen to depend upon the cloistering of the young white female population. Yet, the

state was reluctant to fund housing. It waited rather for other concerned organisations to take an

active role in hostel construction and only then committed itself to their support.

Once the state and other concerns became involved in providing accommodation for low paid

working women, their relationship was symbiotic. In time, the church and associated bodies

accepted and even coaxed segregationist urban policies from the government. Although Christian

philanthropists were more successful than the state in delivering alternative accommodation for

white slum occupants, they did not meet real or perceived needs for clean and safe housing for

wow en. The attentions of reformist religious groups highlight the extent to which a large segment

of Johannesburg's population lived itl poverty comparable with metropolitan conditions in Europe

or North America. However, the relative privilege of poor whites becomes apparent when their

plight is contrasted with the plight of blacks in Johannesburg's yards.
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CHAPTER SIX

BLACK JO~~SBURG S:LUMYARDS

In rows of brownish grey. the old hovels fiU a Fordsburg slum. Faded window-sills+grimy

window-panes. Behind them, something that goes by the name of a curtain but is, in reality, a rag.

Open doors and unwashed brat', getting dirtier and dirtier in the whirling dust, 1

The complexity of Johannesburg's emerging urban crisiswas accurately assessed in a journalist's

1915 observation that "Public health, social life, labour efficiency, the question of poor whites, and

a dozen other matters relating to Johannesburg's future, are wrapped up in the problem of Rand

slumdom.r " Within the space of a decade, and after years disrupted by war, an epidemic, strikes

and civil unrest, there emerged perhaps the most racially repressive legislation anywhere in the world

aimed at eradicating slums and controlling the pattern and extent of black urban settlement. The

systematic enforcement of urban racial segregation makes it easy to forget that the inner-city was

once an important focus of black settlement.

(I

Ofthe approximately 105000 African people living in Johannesburg at the close of World War

One, about half (53 432) were housed and employed by the mines. A further 4 000 resided in 1he

municipal compounds and loca. !::J.3 Of the remainder, approximately 30 000 comprised domestic

workers living in the white suburb 3." The balance .estlmated to be in the region of 17 0001,IS the

bulk of the industrial workforce together with the unemployed, lived in the city between the railway

line and the mine dumps. Africans from within the Union, along with Mozambicans, Swazis and

Batswana lived in Johannesburg's cosmopolitan slums with immigrants from Cyprus, the United

Kingdom, India and Greece. Even racially conscious South African officials had no way of

categorising the spectrum of human colour found in Johannesburg. In South Africa, the racial

division of urban space, and indeed racial identi.ty itself; arose out of the experiences of racial mixing

that occurred in the slums.

(
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The origins of the Johannesburg slumym-ds

The dimensions of Johannesburg's slum problem were shaped by local conditions. The

discovery of gold on the Rand in 1886attracted a motley collection of fortune seekers who settled

in the sizeable, but ephemeral camp of Johannesburg. A sustainable gold extraction industry was

not established until the 1890s when deep-level rather than surface mining was introduced.

Gradually the tents and tin structures of the prospectors made way for brick houses of artisans and

managers, Even then, the residential development of Johannesburg was distorted by mining, which

until the Second World War,loomed large in the local economy. Marginal levels of profit obtained

from gold meant that the mines depended on migrant labour housed in compounds for the majority

of the workforce. II Compound housing was simultaneously adopted by the municipality, the

second lergest employer of labour." A modified compound arrangement was subsequently

embraced by private sector employers of migrant labour. Thus, by the tum of the twentieth century

very little working-class housing stock existed in Johannesburg.

The dramatic growth of Johannesburg's population which was associated with the early

twentieth century rise of manufacturing (Table 6.1) was not accompanied by widespread speculative

building or even the owner-building that occurred at this time in places like Toronto.' Given the

more secure future of gold in the twentieth century (a limited but growing industrial sector

successfully provided engineering services to the mines and clothing to xniners),' it is surprising that

there was no construction boom on the Rand in the 1910 or 1920s. (he possible explanation is

that African workers' wages were too meagre to pay an economic rent that would support any

building activity.! II

123



Table 6.1: Population of Johannesburg, 1911-1936.11

1911 1915 1921 1936

European 121 857 134000 154058 262434

African 102668 105000 123 175 240805

Indian 4599 5000 6256 10 256

Coloured 11 007 9300 12044 23722

--Total 240 131 253 300 295533 537217

The shortage of working-class housing associated with the growth of dense, overcrowded slum

conditions can be accounted for by the mine owners' stranglehold on land rights along the Reef.

The centre of Johannesburg was only walking distance from the early prospecting sites. In order to

protect future prospecting options the mining houses acquired extensive freehold in areas close to

town. Once the settlement grew, these sites were ideally suited to working-class housing. After it

became apparent that this ground was nut required for mining purposes, leasehold rights were sold

in locations where the rapid erection of cheap dwellings attracted the poor who placed a premium

on accessibility. Additional houses became available as the more wealthy abandoned their

temporary wood and iron homes that were continually blasted by the wind and mine sand, for more

desirable locations along the ridges to the north of the reef. Many of the poorest quarters of eastern.

Johannesburg developed in either the decaying structures of carl; Johannesburg or in the limited

number of speculator's buildings constructed on mine-leased land. The mines leased rather than

(I

sold their property as they were mindful of the speculative potential of their land holdings. 1 2 The

high cost of inner-city land, the inferior quality of initial construction and the insecurity of tenure

were often cited as the (.,'Ulseof residential blight in early Johannesburg. l 3 One further respect ln

which mine control of extensive tracts of land allegedly affected the quality of life of Johannesburg

residents had to do with the system of rating. Before major reforms to the municipal rating system

passed in 1916, the burden of municipal taxation was carried by individual property owners rather

than the large land-owning mines. 1"
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The matter of the revenue that entered the Johannesburg Council Treasury account was a major

source of contention when it cauie to apportioning blame for the evolution of Johannesburg's

slums. These were described polemically as amongst the worst in the world, 1 I and were

undoubtedly the worst in the nation. 1 • The Johannesburg Council repeatedly asserted that it could

not be expected to provide housing for all the people that the central government (1!Il'<'l'!U int the

city without the consent of the municipality. 1 7 What lay behind the local authority fr!.1s'n';Jn

was the fact that revenues from African pass fees were paid to the Provincial and not the Munic.pal

Anthorit; :,. A more fundamental reason for the persistent refusal to construct African locations

as an alternative to slums was the conviction that white ratepayers should not have to fund services

of any kind for blacks. The demand that blacks be excluded from city expenditure was particularly

strong between 1917-1919and 1921-19;!3when the Labour Party dominated the City Hall.I' In

subsequent years, with the ascendance to power of the white Ratepayers' Associations, a rather

different logic prevailed. Although segregated locations were still supported in principle, the cry that

they be built 'anywhere but ill my back yard', and from national not local money, retarded any

effective black housing programme in the city. 2 0

The paucity of housing provision for Africans, and the concomitant development of slums in

Johannesburg in the first two decades of the twentieth century, is partially explained by the white

supremacist attitudes p....evalent in city government. Yet, even when the Council did motivate slum

clearance, it encountered procedural obstacles regardless of the race at which the anti-slum action

was directed. One reason was the bureaucratic muddle .. that surrounded urban planning. The

post- Union administrative structure confused the issue of which level of government was

responsible for anti-slum legislation. It took some ten years to establish that the Provincial Council

could regulate conditions governing the closure of insanitary premises (achieved in the 1916

Transvaal Ordinance that greatly enhanced the Council's powers to manage Johannesburg slums),

while only Parliament could set urban 'Native' policy (the legal benchmark in this respect was the

Natives (Urban Areas) Act of 1923). 'The growth of slums in Johannesburg was not simply the

product of inadequate management powers, it was also the direct consequence of the bizarre legal

restrictions on African urban residence that were in tum an ad hoc response to the lack of housing

provision in the city.
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Under the 1906 Johannesburg Municipal Ordinance the Council had the power to force

Africans to live inmunicipally controlled compounds or locations. Until World Wax One Klipspruit

was the sole African location run by the Johannesburg Council. It was not a favoured place

because of the long journey to the city and the appalling conditions in which people lived.2 1

Situated on a. disused sewerage works, Klipspruit was unpopular with employers as well as

employees. '{he distance and the infrequent train service (only twice daily) meant. it was unrealistic

to expect African staff who lived at Klipspruit t\1 work a long day or overtime. In an effort to

accommodate the demands of the manufacturers and traders for a flexible workforce, the Council

evolved a plan of granting exemption certificates to African.employees who worked before 7 a.m.

or after 6 p.m. 2 2 In addition, African workers were allowed to live on employers' premises without

permits, providing the Council had approved the standard of proposed accommcdation.Ff A

loop-hole in the regulations meant that "employers' premises" included any employer-hired venue.

Africans were therefore effectivelyexcused from living at Klipspruit not only to live on factory sites,

but to reside at any address where an employer hired rooms for his or her workforce .:2 4

By 1918 some 6 000 Africans were housed on factory sites by their employers and therefore

required no exemption certificates2!1 (see Table 6.2 for 1915 figures). A minority of employers

allowed Africans to find their own accommodation and facilitated this process by applying for

exemption certificates for them. More commonly, Africans were left to find their own lodgings

without the protection of employers supporting their permit applications. The permit itself cost

only one shilling so it was an unlikely deterrent to employer support. Perhaps the burden of the

paperwork was greater than the inconvenience of having workers arrested and prosecuted for illegal

town living. As far as the City Council was aware, few employers "cared a damn" where their

labourers lived as long as they arrived at work on time. 2 C In 1915 only 369 of the 7 500 Africans

enumerated ill the Johannesburg yards had permission to hire private rooms. Almost half these

were located in the slum districts of Ferreirastown, Marshalls, and City and Suburban that lay

between the mining ground and the city. The balance of exempted Africans, bar very few inner-city

residents, lived in the Doomfontein area. TIle largest concentration of cheap private rooms was in

the Malay Location, despite tlte fact that no permits were issued to Africans to live there (Fig. 6.1).
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Table 6.2: 1915 Survey of African and 'coloured' occupation of slumyards . .2. 7

Type of accommodation Permit No Permit Total

Africans on employers' premises
men 4279
women 214
children 191
total 4684

Africans on premises hired by their employers
men 12 137 149
women 3 104 107
children 0 64 64
total 15 305 320

Africans on premises hired themselves
men 190 875 1065
women 180 586 766
children 0 726 726
total 370 2187 2557

Coloureds on employers' premises
men 124
women lc)3
children 228
total 455

L
Ji

Coloureds on prr mises hired the\'pselves
men II 1608
women \\ 1722
children i\~.', 2788
total 6118~~............___

Total 385 2492 14134



Figure 6.1: Type of yard occupied by Africans and coloureds, 1915. '- 8
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(Area codes include the following suburbs: 1. Johannesburg proper south of the rallway line and north
of Commissioner Street; 2. Braamfontein, Hospital Hill and Hillbrow; 3. Ferreiras, Marshall Town
and City and Suburban; 4. Fordsburg and Mayfair; 5. Burgersdorp, Newtown, Vrededorp and
Brixton; 6. Malay Locationr 7. Jeppes, North Doorrfonteln, Wolhuter, Jeppes East, Belgravia,
Malvern, Kensington East, Denver, and Doomfontein-Itczuidenhout: 8. Doornfontein, New
Doornfontein, Bertrams, Lorentzville, Judiths' Paarl, Troyevilie, Kensington and Bezuidenhout
Valley; 9. Berea, Yeaville, Bellevue, Bellevue East; 10. Northern Districts; 11. Southern Districts).

Especially after 1913, unless African men could prove their marriage under Christian law, they

were generally refused permits and were directed to the Salisbury and Jubilee compound. The

o

Council struggled to fill the 2 500 beds, even after housing its own employees.f 9 The slums were

more expensive (abou: three times the price of the compound), 3
Q but were nonetheless more

desirable places to settle than the locations and compounds. The majority of African town residents

were therefore illegal (Fig. 6.2). Compared to the inconvenience of Klipspruit and the constraints

of the Salisbury and Jubilee compound, the slumyards, even when tainted by the threat of' police

harassment, were an attractive destination for urbanising Africans. For single women there was little

128



choice but to eke out a survivalin the city, for there were no African women's compounds until

1929, and Klipspruit only offered housing to nuclear families. 3 1 Demand explains the high

densities, but not the low quality of the accommodation available to blacks in 'white

Johannesburg'.

Figure 6.2: Proportion of Africans living in yards with permits, 1915.3:1.

o

(A rea codes include the following suburbs: 1. Johannesburg proper south 0/ the railway line and north
0/ Commissioner Street,' 2. Braamfontein, Hospital Hill and Hillbrow; 3. Ferreiras, Marshall Town
and City and Suburban; 4. Fordsburg and May/air,' 5. Burgersdorp, Newtown, Vrededorp and
Brixtan; 6. Malay Location; 7. Jeppes, North Daorrfontein, Wolhuter, Jeppes East, Belgravia,
Malvern, Kensington East, Denver, and Doornfonteln-Bezuidenhout: 8. Doorrfontein, New
Doorrfonteln, Bertrams, Lorentzvilie, Judlths' Paarl, Troyeville, Kensington and Bezuidenhout
Valley; 9, Berea, Yeoville, Bellevue, Bellevue East,' 10. Northern Districts,' I I. Southern Districts).

Slums evolved because the exemption system was widely abused. Although most

o manufacturing firms (some of which employed as many as 200-300 people), 3 3 did provide

rudimentary housing for their staff,3 4 few of the cartage, warehouse or retail businesses did so and

129



this segment of the labour force was over-represented in the illegal yard population. :t 5 There were

instances in which prospective landlords manipulated the exemption clauses by posing as an

employer to ensure tenant 1egality' outside the location and to encourage Africans to pay the

inflated rentals. 3 S Alternatively, rent was supplied as part of a contract to hawk liquor or other

illegal merchandise for the landlord. 3 '1 Even the Council abused Its own condition that Africans

only occupy sanitary housing,

The case of Ridgeway's yard in City and Suburban is a fairly typical example of how abuse of

the exemption certlficr~e system bred slum conditions in Johannesburg. In September 1907 an

application was lodged for 'Sam', a watchman employed by the South African General Mission, to

live in town with his wife and child so he could open the hall for evening religious meetings. A

satisfactory sanitation inspection report was submitted and it was established that a white supervisor

lived on the premises. After two months the Council granted the exemption "provided no well

founded complaint" of Sam's family's behaviour was received. In the intervening weeks S<:Ul1had

taken occupation of one of Mr Ridgeway's rooms where he quickly brushed against the law for

living illegally outside the location. Despite the presence of illegals like Sam, the City Council

continued to issue permits for Africans to let rooms in Ridgeway's yard. Six months after Sam's

application, Littlejohn's Carriageworks employed a striker, but as their own compound was already

full, applied for the Smithers family to be housed at Ridgeway's yard. It does seem though, that

before 1910 the practice of granting exemption for the Ridgeway rooms was carefully monitored

and applied sparingly. Even the police allowed some of their staff t.., move out of staff quarters to

move into Ridgeway's yard. 3
•

o
Ridgeway's premises became popular and soon he expanded the number of people living on site.

The yard must have held considerable benefits: an African named "Philemon" rated moving into

the yard more important then keeping his job, possibly because it meant he could live with his

family. Philemon's employer opposed his exemption because she wanted him to live on her

property where she could supervise his movements, and so the Council refused his application.

Philemon left his job and took illegal occupation of one of Ridgeway's rooms. Despite this,

Philemon's wife, Evelina, was given a three month permit to live with him in Ridgeway's yard.:$ S
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Council vigilance in restricting yard occupation to Africans who were emnloyed in the city. and

who could be assured of clean quarters, had begun to slip.

The African practice of renting rooms in yards, even without permits, became more common

as the demand for shelter became more acute with the growth of industry in Johannesburg. As

greater numbers of women migrated to Johannesburg, fewer legal shelter options were available and

the yards became a more important source of housing for Africans. It 0 Deteriorating sanitary

conditions cannot, however, be ascribed simply to illegal African settlement in Johannesburg. Not

all African yard residents were illegal. For example, the Council continued to issue permits for

Ridgeway's yard and must therefore have approved the sanitary conditions encountered during

routine inspections of the property. Periodic raids at the request of the police identified unexempted

Africans who were prosecuted for transgressing the law. If the case of Ridgeway's yard is in any

way indicative, the Council appears to r.ave chosen to ignore the growing density and declining

standards of the yards until conditions finally reached unacceptable levels of filth. disease and/or

crime. Less than ten years after the MOH issued the first known permit for an African to reside in

Ridgeway's yard, the property was condemned as unfit for human habitation. The three 50 x 50

foot stands that made up the yard were found to have 25 wood-and-iron rooms of such defective

structure that total demolition was required. " 1

(I

The granting of exemption permits began as a pragmatic way of mediating between the principle

of segregated African locations that had long been accepted. in Johannesburg, and establishing a

steady supply of labour to Rand industry. Official condonation of compound-like residential

quarters servicingthe factories, mines and shops of the cities established a nucleus of yards 'he

central Johannesburg area. Some of these compounds were at the real' of factories; other compound .

accommodation was established dose to the place of employment. Monitoring the health and safety

of both types of shelter was the responsibility of the t..hployer rather than the Municipality.4" By

contrast, if ali. employer did not run a factory compound, J/he could endorse a worker's application

to rent rooms in a 'private yard' under the exemption system. Exemptions failed to cater for more
I
-,

than a minority of Africans, and most African residents of private yards were illegal. These yards
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~ew as fast, if not faster than the compounds attached to work places. Together, the compounds

and the yards, and to some extent the doss houses, constituted Johannesburg's slums.

The presence of so many black people in the inner-city of white Johannesburg undoubtedly lay

at heart of white Johannesburg's demands that government solve the 'native housing problem' and

clear the city slums. The resultant framework of urban African policy laid down under the Natives

(Urban Areas) Act of 1923 survived some 60 years with only minor amendments. Current town

planning practice has its antecedents in the anti-slum legislation forged in the opening decades of

this century. Unquestionably, the form of legislation drew heavily on the Johannesburg experiences

in the 191Os. InOlderto fully understand the nature of the pretest against urban iAfricans it is useful

to establish a clearer picture ofthe so/ ·.'~land physical conditions ofthe slumyti.:dsof Johannesburg.

i/
II\\
I,
1.1

Conditions in Johannesburg's backyards

Despite the prevalence of yards and compounds til, Johannesburg, few of the city's affluent had

much sense of where black people liv0,din the city. A shopping expedition to respectable downtown

department or specialist stores avoided the worst residential blight th....was concentrated around the

rim of the city centre (Fig. 6.3). The slums were not hidden just because of .their predominantly

industrial locations; even m an appropriate district, a casual observer may not have been fully aware

of the extent of slum quarters. A contemporary journalist warned:

o

You may pass them every day and never notice them. You may see an iron fence on one side of the

street, and cut in that fence an unobtrusive m,\e door; or you may observe a little alleyway. apparently

leading to the back of a private house Orshop~Follow It up, or pass through that llttle door, and you

are in a different world.; III the lards are hidden the girls wl,o have run. away from home, the women

who have left their husbands, the victims of the passions of white men, the low Indian trader, the

magician, the purveyor of Infamous photographs, the ubiquitous liquor dealer .." 3

()
Typically, the worst slum properties were situated to the rear of a more formal structure, either a

1.ocse or a factory. Rows of wood-and-iron rooms, often with a separate entrance for each, were

erected around the perimeter of' the stand. Normally each room was individually let, but

132

:~



extortionate rentals encouraged sub-letting. In fact the letting of rooms ill yards was allegedly the

most lucrative form of property dealing in Johannesburg. 4 4 One year's rental Was generally greater

than the value of the entire property." 15 The corollary of the huge profits made by landlords and

owners was that blacks paid at least half their monthly income on rent or were forced to supplement

legitimate earnings 'with illegal work in order to pay the rent." 6

Figure 6.3: Location of pre- World War One yards. 4 7
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(1

In return for a monthly rental of between lOs and f I, a white pe tson was guaranteed a boarding

house bed. For the same money a black family could expect a 'private' room with shared cooking,

cleaning and sanitary facilities In the open courtyards fires were lit and this was the space used for

the brewing, selling and consumption of liquor. Poor construction meant that partitions between
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the tiny rooms (on average 9 x 9 feet, but often smaller)"·' rarely reached the hessian ceilings. 4 !I

A regular complaint of both inhabitants and health officials concerned the poor drainage of the

yards. Spectacular highveld thunderstorms brought downpours that would cause water to rush into



the rooms whose floor levels were below that of the outside courtyard. As many floors were made

from mud or dung, flooding was both inconvenient and unhealthy.

The quality of life in the cell-like structures that made up the slums was further inhibited by

poor ventilation. Reporters and inspectors often complained of the dangers afforded by the cramped

and overcrowded conditions. II 0 Police too objected to the maze of quarters through which they

were expected to wander in order to find suspects. II 1 Yet it is clear that many slum residents kept

their homes remarkably clean, especially given the adverse conditions under which they

laboured. !\ 2: There was, however, a general problem with refuse removal and sewerageconnection,

Yards were r..ttdy connected to the municipal sewerage system and even if they were, the large

number of illegal occupants meant the system was severely overloaded. 11:1 Likewise, the

compounds built for non-residential purposes were inhospitable domestic establishments. II ,.

Slum dwellings varied enormously. Some properties that were condemned had as few as 3

outside rooms. More typically a 50 x 50 foot stand would have 10·12 rooms. Really large yards that

stretched across several stands with 80-100 rooms were not uncommon. The large yards were often

named after a proprietor, as in the case of Malcolm Reid's ym or Thornton's. II II Other yards were

named after functions with which their occupants were associated. The 'Evening Chronicle" or

'Congress' yards are two ex-imples. IS Ii The most important differences between slums depended

on whether it was a 'compound' run by an employer, or if it was one of the 'private' yards that

were generally run by immigrant Jews in the eastern and central region, and Indians in the Malay

Location. 1$ 7

o
One differencebetween an employer's compound and the private yards was their location. By

far the most important cluster of private rooms was in the Malay Location; other concentrations

were in the southern swathe of Ferreirastown, Marshalls. and City and Suburban, as well as the

northern and southern suburbs. To a limited extent, the near eastern districts around Doornfontein

and the city centre were also noted locations of private yards. In other portions of the city, notably

Braamfontein, Burghersdorp, Jeppestown, North Doornfontein and Berea, there was virtually no

private residential letting. These townships assumed a more uniform commercial or industrial
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land-use, and so compounds were the more common residential form. The Malay Location was

the largest singleslum area, but the districts that abutted the CBD to the south and east were almost

as populous. In both these regions the occurrence of compounds and yards was approximately the

same (Figs. 6.1 and 6.3).

At."1'oSSthe city the pre-World War One slum population was divided roughly equally into those

who lived either on their employers' premises (or in rooms hired by their employers), and those

who hired rooms themselves. The racial occupation of compounds and yards varied significantly.

The former were occupied predominantly by Africans. In 1915less than ten per cent of the residents

of employers' yards were not African (the census enumerated only 455 coloureds relative to 5 C04

Africans)." • Officiallythese quasi-compounds were also overwhelmingly male. The 1915 survey

makes clear the dominance of migrancy and the very minimal allowance made by private sector

employers for African family life outside of the location. Of the 6 000 Africans living in employer

controlled yards, just over 300 were female (Table 6.2).

(I

Family life was not uniformly restricted in all Johannesburg slums. In the southern suburbs

where more than two thirds of African slum occupants lived on their employers premises, the sex

ratio was approximately even (45:51). There were 51 children enumerated in the district. However,

the census in this case included the black freehold suburbs ofSophiatown and Newclare (Fig. 6.1),

and so it may wellhave been that the 'employers' were in fact landlords, although it is possible that

black employers were more sympathetically inclined to housing dependents. Similarly, in the other

officially black quarter of the Malay Location the numbers of African women and children relative

to those of men were considerably higher than those of the Johannesburg yard average which was

approximately 6:1 (Table 6.2).

Among the occupants of the private yards the ratio of African men to African women was

notably higher than in the employer-controlled housing, however it was by no means equal.

African women's later and slower arrival in cities, as well as their predominance in the slums,

reflects their exclusion from the formal capitalist labour force and accounts for theie influence on

the informal economy of the city. S • The economic and social position of coloured women is more
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difficult to assess. Washerwomen, prostitutes and domeuic servents in the early twentieth century

are all known to have included coloureds in their ranks, fI 0 but it is unclear if they maintained these

niches as African women entered the urban labour market. Within the slums they were a significant

constituency, outnumbering coloured men. In the private yards there were as many coloured as

African women. The large total coloured population in the inner-city (Fig. 6.4) suggests a relatively

undisturlv=! pattern of family life within the slums.

Figure 6.4: African and coloured population of slumyards, 1915. fI 1
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(Area codes include the/ollowing suburbs: I. J(I' mnesburg proper south of the railway line and north
of Commissioner Street; 2. Braamfontein, Hospital Hill and Hillbrow: 3. Ferreiro , Marshall Town
and City and Suburban,' 4. Fordsburg and May/air,' 5. Burgersdorp, Vewtown, Vrededorp and
Brtxton; 6. Malay Location,' 7. Jeppes, North. Doornfontein, Wolhuter, Jeppes East, Belgrasia,
Malvern, Kensington East, Denver, and Doomfotuein-Bezuidenhout; 8. Doornfontein, New
Doornfonteln, Bertrams, Lorentzv'ite, Judiths' Pawl, Troyeville, Kensington and Bezuidenhout
Valle»: 9. Berea, Yeoville, Bellevue, Bellevue East; 10. Northern Districts,' 11. Southern Districts),
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Unfortunately, the Council's 1915 survey of slums, despite its detail, did not include whites or

Indians. From other sources it would seem sensible to conclude that single young whites, men and

women, would have been overly represented in the yards. Indian families, due to the racist

restrictions placed on their residential and trading location, would have lived in the poorest sections

of town (Fig. 6.5). Among the Johannesburg Indian community there were, however, both

landlords and tenants.

The degree of control in employers' compounds should have been high as workers risked losing

both their job and their shelter through any misdemeanour. Curiously, as employers needed no

permit to house their own staff, roughly 5 per cent of the African population on employers'

properties were illegal because they did not have permits, Presumably these were friends or family

of workers, unless the employers were letting out spare capacity illegally. Under the 1906 Municipal

Ordinance employers were not subjected to health inspections in the same way as commercial

residential concerns once they had obtained pennicsion to house workers and had the premises

inspected. '2 In consequence, the conditions of these employer-supervised yards was often as poor

as those run by slumlords. Industrialists argued that as the future of this housing arrangement was

insecure th~y could not be expected to invest in costly, formal-quality structures for workers.

Descriptions of conditions that were unfit for animal, let alone human habitation, were applied as

readily to employer compounds as to slumlords' yards. I 3

Unlike the compounds, many of which were no more than poorly adapted industrial sheds, the

private yards were more residential in character and were marked by racial heterogeneity. In 1938

the clustering of multi-raciei slum housing was described thus:

Ferreirastown and Prospect Township degenerated to such an extent that few respectable European

persons would rent any of the ramshackle. filthy hovels which make up the large area ofthcse slums

They became the dwellings of aliens - Assyrians. Chinese, Indians and Peruvians, and eventually
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natives. ' Ie.

The status of 'respectable European' rather than 'poor white' seems to have hinged on whether or

not one escaped the slum yards or lived in the doss houses. Whites clearly did live in the slums and



their numbers were sizeable, though not as high as the Labour Party projected in their campaign

for white housing assistance. Of the 2 000 people living in condemned bui'dings in 1918, a quarter

were white. I. Like the coloured population, which was numerically larger than even Africans

living ill yards, whites were rarely housed by private sector employer; unless they were compound

supervisors. G I

Although there is very strong evidence of ethnic clustering among Indian and coloured families

who were the registered occupants or owners of houses (Fig. 6.5), within the slumyards there

I l'Ptlarll'to have been considerable racial mixing. Miseegenist paranoia fed off reported incidences
. ,

of 't'w~~~lSCUb~]sherding" of Indians, Malays, whites and "kafir people" all apparently "living in
/' ,t
.l~,'''tll~·l.~te men

l
sometimea married or co-habited with coloured women in slums where

n'·,i'-.as 10",;,;4 than in the suburbs, and where social pressure to conform to racially

~~~scertainly [ess. I 7 Surveys of ind'yidual yards reveal th'lt although it was

cot (,m.fof'~:..'t~?~1.'· ;"lloureds to live in the same yards as Africana, they generally occupied their
, ," ':"":, .' . <.,

own rooms. 4 l Itl Ptl'I~':'}'<.I.tdon Marshall street, for example, a white family occupied the cottage

fronting onto the street.~A kaehen and room behind the cottage was let to "a white man" and

similar facilities to the rear were let to a family of six "Syrians", To the west of these buildings were

individual structures that housed 4 coloureds, 2 Indian men, 5 French speaking "Native

Madagascans", a coloured women, 4 Africans with permits, and the owner's domestic servant.

There were also two unoccupied rooms. • I



Figure 6.5: Registered black occupation of stands, 1915." a
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The problems of the slums

Objections to the slums were numerous. Complaints centred on the proximity of blacks to

whites, and there was widespread anxiety about health, crime, labour productivity and political

instability. Each of these concerns was voiced by a range of organisations and individuals, but

particular people placed different emphasis on why the slums should be removed. Reflecting the

shifting local and international political climates, there were distinct periods in which either crime,

health. or the labour question were the primary objections raised to the persistence of the slums.
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Racism infused almost every complaint about the pear suburbs, but until the 19205 it was rare

for overt cultural prejudice to be expressed publicly without supplementary evidence being cited

about either the lazy ways, unhygenic habits 01' drunken behaviour of the offending group. A

notable exception was the case made by the infamous attorney, Col. Stallard, who argued for the

removal of {ill African 'compound' from the affluent northern suburb of Orchards on the grounds



that "a congregation of natives in '" spot constitutes a nuisance per se, even though the conditions

are not insanitary"." 1 Racial attitudes hardened so dramatically that by 1923 Stallard's were not

minority opinions and African settlement in urban areas was made conditional on total physical

separation and also the legal constraint of impermanence.

In the cady twentieth century, the principle of residential segregation was not a morally

contestable position. Liberal whites and even Africans agreed on its inevitability and even

desirability. What was at stake were the conditions under which black people were to live in the

cities. During the 1910s the almost exponential growth of the urban African population greatly

influenced attitudes to the desirable outcome of segregation policies. Slums came to be seen as

Plague, tuberculosis and smallpox were only some of the life-threatening diseasesknown to have

African enclaves and as an African problem, though demographically Africans were not even in the

majority in urban slums in Johannesburg.

Sanitary problems

originated within the slum districts of Johannesburg in the early twentieth century. 7 2 As the locus

of poverty, the largely black slums became known as 'nurseries of infection" whose continued

existence was perceived to threaten not only public health, but also public morals. 7 3 Around the

time of the "Black Peril" scare of 1912, when several white women were attacked by black

men," It dozens of letters were written to the press on the s·.i!:>ject.These white citizens, who styled

themselves pretentiously with pseudonyms such as "Sanitas" or "Medico",' ti sought to alert the

o
white public, but more especially the Council, to conditions among urban blacks that they

perceived to be endangering the quality of life of the white electorate. One or two contributors

suggested the upgrading of black areas, but most sought redress in moving "the plague spots" as far

away as possible from the centre of town. The miasmatic belief that disease was transmitted by

physical proximity underscored the virulent European opposition to even segregated locations and
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compounds within the city limits." ,



In their outrage over the threat that the slums presented to their well oeing, the white public

both blamed and implored the Council to solve the problem of insanitary housing." 7 To some

extent the Council, in the person of Or Porter the Medical Officer of Health (MOB), was a

receptive audience. The MOH, however, had a very rigid interpretation of the conditions which

challenged public health. His concern to alleviate overcrowding and improve ventilation provided

the energy to find a legal path that 'would allow the municipality to recover from numerous

unsuccessful attempts to rid Johannesburg of slums. 7 a Yet, even after extensive research into

appropriate planning legislation, successive amendments to Transvaal laws failed i,,' 'lliow the ready

closure of buildings. In addition to I:()nsultingthe English experts as he had done so often in the

past,11 Porter began to exchange views with professionals in Johannesburg. In particular, he

developed a close association with Dr Orenstein, the American-born sanitary officer employed by

Rand Mines. They might well have met at the Rand Club which they both frequented and where

Through his acquaintance with Orenstein, Porter came to be associated with the Citizen's

Orenstein later lived. II "

Alliance for Liquor Reform and the Rand Social Services League,8 1 both organisations expressly

concerned with urban African living conditions. In choosing these political allies Porter was forced

to compromise on his belief that the slum problem could not be equated with an urban African

problem. Nobody believedmore firmly in the imperative ofmanaging the non-Africans in the slums

than Porter. a 2 Even in official reports, his contempt for the poor-white and coloured slum

occupant was as poisonous as his dismissal of Africans:

This slum-like property swarms with low-class white and coloured people and their children; their

habits are swinish in their filthiness ...the condition of a previously cleaned yard is often not altogether

incomparable after 24 hours' subsequent habitation to that of'a kraal in which a number of animals

have been driven and kept for a similar period .• 3
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The compromise reached between the MOH and the reformers seems to have been that he

would supply them with information required to authenticate their descriptions of urban African

conditions, in return tor supportive press coverage of his need for extended powers of slum



clearance. Porter edited several of the press releases issued by the reformers and supplied them with

advance copies of his reports. I Jt Numerous press reports issued by the Citizen's Alliance and the

Social Service League in 1915 balanced the critical picture they had painted of urban blight in

Johannesburg by absolving the MOH "who has done all in his power", but who ought to have had

"greater powers" to solve the slum problem. 8 5

The alliance between the MOn: and the urban reformists was founded on mutual agreement that

it was virtually impossible to keep Johannesburg healthy or to clear the city slums until location

housing for the displaced African population was constructed. 8 I In this respect they challenged the

Labour Party who refused to accept state funding for African shelter in Johannesburg. 17 Yet there

was not consensus between the Council's most influential full-time bureaucrat and the reform

alliance on slum policies. Unlike the varied membership of the Reform Alliance which prioritised

the resolution of the African housing problem, the MOH saw quite clearly that the slums would

not vanish if cleared of Africans. He warned:

Councillors and others interested in this question must bea- in mind that even these measures (forcing

Africans into locations and compounds) will not touch the "coloured" persons, nor the low-class

whites, who are just as bad as the natives, and often worse. 8 •

(I

Despite these admonitions, the English-language press increasingly promoted tt.:, relocation of

African slum residents as the solution to the urban sanitary problem. The urgency with which this

argument was presented intensified (l!S there was virtually no provision of shelter until Western

Native Township and Wemmer hostel were opened. Only then did the Public Health Committee

instruct the MOn to lift the 1917 moratorium on the prosecution of Africans who had been evading

the exemption permit system and were living illegally in the yards. 8 8

o

Paradoxically, renewed action to control the extent of slum development, as opposed to

reducing the number of Africans in slums, also took place in 1917 when several properties were

condemned under the long-awaited 1916 Provincial Ordinance. 8 jj In his enthusiasm to ensure that

this law would be upheld by the courts, Porter sought test cases from landlords whom he knew
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would challenge the closure of their properties, and he ~~tlJrned from war service to testify

personally in court. Ironically, after pushing so hard for others to acknowledge that slums would

not disappear even if Africans could be excluded from all condemned property, Porter had to

concede that the simple power to close buildings was useless in upholding health and housing

standards. In the absence of alternative accommodation, the slum population of Johannesburg, and

especially the illegalpopulation of the Malay Location, expanded during World War One. In the

major slum districts rent profiteering flourished and exacerbated "he harsh conditions of the yards.

The powers th:.t Porter had fought so hard to obtain were selectively :·pplied, usually in the

marginally-respectable boarding-house districts in the north eastern sector of the city. l) 1

Crime and labour productivity

The Cape Parliamentarian John X. Merriman once dubbed Johannesburg "the University of

crime". The description stuck for good reason.' 2. The slum-underground thrived on illicit gold

dealing, prostitution and theft, but the most lucrative of all forbidden activity involved the illegal

brewing and seilingof liquor. To date the literature on traditional liquor has emphasised the place

of Africans who brewed and sold "skokiaan" and "cali", both variations on traditional beer made

more potent through the addition of either sugar (generally in the form of golden syrup) or alcohol

(brandy or methylated spirits). Yet, in Johannesburg the prohibited preparation cf liquor for sale

to Africans depended on white and coloured people who grew and ground malt. Commenting on

the futility of targeting only distribution networks, the sub-Native Commissioner remarked:

G

I have seen yards equipped with vats for soaking the grain, drying floors for it to sprout, and oil

engines which run mills which grind the corn ...The chlef'reason so many Native women make a living

by the Kafflr "beer L affic is because of the facilities they have for procuring the malt ready

ground.' 3

o
The critical ingredient in skokiaan was "white man's liquor", so-called because Africans could not

purchase it from bottle stores. The flourishing black market was a major area of contact between

Africans and whites in the slums. Prohibitionists and segregationists joined forces to announce that

143



miscgenation was enhanced by the illicit liquor trade and that the brewing of 'Kafir beer" in. the

slums should be curtailed, preferably by removing the African women who brewed the beer and the

African men who drank it. !J 4

Liquor syndicates were generally controlled by white men, but the face-to-face sales were the

preserve of white women, "generally of the bywoner class". II 5 Extra money could be made by

selling sex as well as drink. Surprised by this evidence, the Chairman of the Assaults on Women

Commission asked a witness for confirmation: he assured the Commission that "they do a lot of

it", Corroborating evidence was supplied by two law enforcement officials, one of whom revealed:

On the Rand, male and female Europeans of the lowest class are constantly traveling about the

locations, and most of them are not traveling for any good purpose, but with the object of selling

liquor to the natives and demoralising them. Sometimes this selling takes place in the evening where

the native male and the European female will be alone, and what takes place between the two in a

lonely plac ...nvt.~<iyknows. II I;

The abuse of white women by black men, such as occurred in the "Black Peril" scare, was

another alleged result of the sale of liquor to Africans. Some suggested that, having experienced

white women who welcomed his advances, the "untutored" African would be unable to distinguish

those white women who were not similarly amenable. II '1 Others objected to African liquor

consumption because men, black or white, were allegedly unable to control their sexual desires

when inebriated. 9 •

(i

l..J

Once the frenzied white anxiety around the Black Peril died down, the tone of objection to

African liquor consumption began to change. The mines in particular launched an attack on the

uninhibited consumption of cali, the concoction that allegedly increased the incidence of

pneumonia among Africans. 9 II The church, and a small, but active white philanthropic group,

stressed the deleterious impact of liquor on tribal ways and advocated total prohibition. 1 a a The

loudest opposition to liquor came from the police and those responsible for criii.,: prevention.
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Limited policing powers and the prevalence of brewing meant that unusual measures were adopted

in the fight to prevent brewing.

Anti-crime drives in the slum-yards were conducted under the guise of sanitary inspections

during which the confiscation and prosecution for illicit offences was the major objective. The

police required the presence of a health official before they could enter the yards. 1 0 1 Quite often

the police initiated the time and destination of the raids. 1 0 2 This ambiguous role caused a certain

amount of tension, as after a full day's work the sanitary inspectors would have to go on a midnight

expedition to the yards. If there was any reluctance from the Health Department to participate in

the monitoring of yards, the police would notify the local white Councillor who would lodge a

complaint. An obligatory inspection would follow.l G 3 In late 1914 and early 1915 the load became

so acute that the MOH requested additional temporary staff specifically to assist the police in liquor

raids. 1a,. When the yards were OCCUpiedby Africans with permits, or were in a satisfactory

sanitary condition, the Health Department was technically powerless as these were the only two

criteria on which the Health Officers could force evictions. Police brutality on late night raids when

personal possessions were broken open "with considerable roughness", caused hardship to African

people. They also embarrassed the MOH who was eventually forced to withdraw his support of the

sanitary inspectors following complaints from the Transvaal Native Congress. While the MOR

appears to have recognised that the raids were futile in the light of minimal alternative housing for

evicted Africans, on numerous occasions he acquiesced to police requests for raids and

evictions. 1 (I 5

In the case of Brown's yard, a large Doornfontein property of 7 city stands with over 80

wood-and-iron rooms, the police recorded over 200 criminal offences (ranging from rape and theft

to impersonation of the police and the evasion of location bye-laws) in less than a year. The yard,

widely know as "one of the worst in the eastern district/ because liquor was so freely available, was

always clean. In cases like Brown's yard, the MOB: was sympathetic to police requests to evict

criminals and he revoked the permits of the "worst families" on dubious technicalities. Better police

access to Brown's yard was also facilitated by the MOB's insistence on the physical rearrangement

of the yard into quarters, and by coercing the white owner into co-operating with the police or risk
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losing all legal African tenants though the refusal and revoking of permits for the yard. hi the 1914

purge of Brown's yard the Council revoked 29 permits, and the landlord "voluntarily" evicted a

further 17 families, Once police clearance was obtained, some of the Council's initial evictions were

overturned and several families were allowed to return to Brown's yard. 1 Q 6

Liquor was not only central to the problem of crime in the slums, it was also perceived to

undermine labour productivity. In the early 1910s the impact of slum drinking and associated

miscegenation was linked to the deterioration of the moral and physical fibre of white workers. By

tile end of the decade, once African men were more important in the mining and manufacturing

labour force, only the moral consequences of white men's drinking were of any concern. 1 0 7

Conversely, with their increasing importance in the workforce, there was a dramatic escalation in

the campaign to prevent African alcohol consumption. Indians and coloureds are almost totally

absent from discussions about liquor, possibly because many were Moslem, but more likely because

they were under-represented in the major formal-employment niches of Johannesburg,

On the mines, alcohol-induced absenteeism and accidents had long been ... major problem.

Between one and five per cent of staff were unable to work on Mondays. In the five years between

1913 and 1917 the mines lost an average of 2 20t\ shifts per month (1.35 per cent of the total

worked) to alcohol abuse. 1 0 • Despite the ban on African consumption of alcohol, employers of

more than fifty people were licensed to brew their own low-alcohol traditional beer. The

importance of drink m attracting labour to parties lar mines meant that compound brewing was

ubiquitous and many mine managers turned a blind eye to worker efforts to increase the strength

of the brew. In 1913/1914, however, the labour unrest across the Rand provided police with an

opportunity to clamp down on prohibition abuse on mine properties. Moodie argues that the

success of the Native Affairs Department in forcing the mines to curtail brewing pushed tens of

thousands of mine workers out of the mines and into the slums, especially on weekends. Previously

miners seem to have preferred to spend leisure time with other miners on mine property. 1 0 fI Once

the liquor that was an integral part of African social life was more readily available in the town

yards, miners began to frequent the slums." 1 Qu
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It is no co-incidence that prohibitionist agitation and the demand for the removal of Africans

from the slums intensified at the outbreak of the First World War. Police action against brewers

escalated in the summer of 1914/1915. By winter, a major press campaign (ably abetted by the

MOH) 1 1 1 was underway to overcome Council inertia on the African location question. III sim'lar

fashion to the support lent to Milner's urban reconstruction programme after the DOCL War, 1 l:t

mining interests endorsed the campaign to rid the slums of brewers and consumers whose reduced

productivity was costing them dearly. As Africans performed the bulk of the labour in

Johannesburg, and Africans brewed and drank the beer in the slums, they became the target of

residential control.

In a personal letter to Dr Porter, Orenstein, the most articulate and authoritative of the

reformers, made clear his mission in participating in the public campaign to solve the 'native

housing problem':

...my whole object is to help those who wish to bring about a reform in the housing of natives in

Johannesburg. You know that I have no personal "axe to grind", I would have taken no part In the

movement we,'c I not in 'ed by the Chairman of the company employing me. 1 1 3

By changing the powerful white public conception of the slum to a 'native problem', the

reformists were able to define the task of urban renewal in narrow, cost effective terms, Instead of

the slum yards, locations (large-seale public housing projects) would provide controlled, sanitary

accommoda'lon to permanent African workers and their families; temporary or migrant workers
..~

would live in regulated compounds. '111eslums would disappear miraculously. In practice the slums

remained because their population was not entirely African, Moreover, the fervour for segregation

notwithstanding, the Johannesburg City Council would not fund adequate dum rehousing for

Africans. The most vivid expression of the tensions around racial classification were played out

around Johannesburg's oldest ghetto. the Malay Location.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

HEALTII, RACE AND POWER IN THE/MALAY LOCAllON

Official concern over the Malay Location only peaked after World War One when the growth

of Johannesburg's African population placed unbearable pressure on the limited shelter available

to black people. The Malay Location did not pose a new threat to health in Johannesburg,

although ~tis conceivable that the Spanish Influenza scare and overcrowding strengthened fears that

the increased presence of blacks encouraged insanitary conditions that undermined public health.

Certainly, the rising militancy of the African working class, which struck against the Municipality,

the Railw -vs and several smaller commercial. concerns in the late 1910s,1 unsettled whites living in

suburbs abutting the alleged centre of African protest and organisation, the Malay Location. 2

Prompted by the growing force of Africans working in Johannesburg, whites demanded residential

segregation in general, and the removal of the Malay Location in particular. Their voice on the

Johannesburg City Council was strong: the white Labour Party dominated municipal politics, and

ensured sympathetic reception to white ratepayers' insistence on mote systematic controls on the

residence of the African proletariat.

The history of the Malay Location before 1914 establishes that the occurrent .."C of insanitary

conditions in a black area was insufficient reason for the state to instigate segregationist removals

if the; local authority had to hear the cost of the relocation. For a brief period in the early 1920s

it looked as if the voice of the white working classwould be powerful enough to ensure the removal

of all the black people in the Malay Location on so-called sanitary grounds. Very 300n, however,

the enormous cost to white ratepayers of enforcing the removal resulted in modificatk,n of the

segregation plan. In the period between the Anglo-Boer War and World Wm:One, the influx of

Africans to the city exacerbated unhealthy conditions in the slums. Political unrest then heightened

tensions in the Malay Location and brought the physical conditions of the place into public focus.

The Johannesburg City Council was, however, unwilling to finance urban African housing and

instead campaigned for the restriction of African settlement by calling for the tightening of measures

proposed in the 1918 Urban Areas Bill.
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The making of an urban ghetto

As early as 1893,only seven years after the founding of Johannesburg, the Transvaal Republican

Government dispatched instructions to all Magistrates to establish "Coolie" locations for

Asiatics." Two years later, this mandate was extended and 460 stands were allocated to

Johannesburg for use as a Malay Location. Before the tum of the century a "Coolie" and a "Kafflr"

location were marked out. A little later, Kruger gave a portion ofland originally designated for black

people to poor whites. This area became known as Vrededorp." Land to the north of Vrededorp

was reserved for Africans, while the area to the south of Vrededorp abutting the railway was

designated a Malay Location (Fig. 7.1), presumably for occupation by Cape Malays and Cape

"coloured" people.

Figure 7.1: Racial allocation of land, circa 1900.5

( Initially, the occupation of these suburbs conformed, at least in part, to President Kruger's racial

specifications. It was not very long, however, before the Malay Location was the sole remaining
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district within the city reserved for occupation by "non-whites", A "K:rffir Location" south of the

railway in the Brickfield vicinity (not marked on the tum-of-the-century map reproduced as Fig.

7.1). was obliterated in an accidental dynamite explosion in 1896. In 1904 the Coolie Location

was deliberately destroyed by fire following the outbreak of plague and its inhabitants were moved

to Klipspruit some 12 miles to the south west of the town. Finally, in 1905, the site of the Kaffir

Location was turned over for use as a second cemetery for the white population. G Klipspruit

offered municipal housing beyond Johannesburg's boundaries to African people, but it was not

until 1918, following the Municipality's construction of Western Native Township, that a limited

number of homes were available to Africans within easy reach of the city.

Thousands of blacks chose to live illegally in the city, shunning the rigidly-controlled public

housing of Western Native Township and Klipspruit. Like the slums to the east of town, the

dilapidated Malay Location continued to attract Johannesburg's black population. Despite

exorbitant rentals the Malay Location was desirable because settlement by blacks was restricted

elsewhere in Johannesburg. Throughout much of the city, land proclaimed for mining was barred

to black people unless they were employed by whites." Even where land was supposedly accessible

to all, title deeds were used to restrict black occupation. The land shortage was exacerbated by the

mining companies' speculative holding of almost a third of Johannesburg's ground.f Predictably,

the sizeable black population dependent on a small portion of inadequately-serviced land rapidly

spawned an urban public health crisis that plagued the city for decades. As the largest concentration

of black people living in private yards were in the Malay Location, it provides a touchstone of

official attitudes to sanitation and segregation.

)

(J

The Malay Location was laid out at a time when the future of the mining camp of Johannesburg

was uncertain and it provided only rudimentary urban conveniences. These services were not

upgraded immediately. From as early as 1899 the threat of removal loomed over the Location. '"

Unlike the more aftluent sections of the city that quickly displayed the trappings of wealthy mining

magnates, wood-and-iron shacks persisted in the Malay Location (Fig 7.2). The apportionment

of stands of regular size ensured. the appearance of a grid street pattern, but roads remained

untarred 11) (Fig. 7.3). For years the Location had ill; sewerage or water connections, a situation
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changed 0.. in some sections in response to the outbreak of smallpox. 1 1 Regularly described as

the most unsavoury part of the city," 2 the Malay Location nevertheless festered for decades under

the nose of the City's MOH who conceded that its "inhospitable character" was due to uncertainty

over its future. 1 l

Figure 7."1:Wood-and-iron structures on the Malay Location's main street." 4

Figure 7.3: Unmade roads in the Malay Location. 1 5
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Unwilling to comprehensively address sanitation problems in the Malay Location, the

Johannesburg City Council acted in a haphazard manner to insulate the public health crisis. For

example, in order to contain the threat of disease, particularly plap11p ill ever-increasing number

Included in the title deeds was the provision that if the Malay Location ceased to be used to house

of rat-catchers were employed in the Malay Location ... , Persistent poor management was in part

attributable to the racist perception that blacks did not require full urban services. However,

municipal neglect of the physical environment also relates to the peculiar history of the Malay

Location and the squabbl .. between the local authority and the state-owned South African Railway

corporation. From 1906, each institution held a portion of the Malay Location's freehold rights.

Evidence of physical deterioration at the Malay Location cannot be ascribed wholly to the

black people the residents should be compensated.! 7 As both bodies wished to reclaim the

valuable land where the Location was sited, the relocation of the inhabitants was no idle possibility.

The resulting confusion OVGrcompensation and the interim maintenance of the Malay Location

provides a superficial explanation for the persistence of urban blight in an area so close to the town

centre. 1 ,

quarrel between the City and the Railways. As with so many other places, slum conditions

developed due to the long-term uncertainty of the area. In the depression years that followed the

A.·,~o~Boer War (1899-1902), the Johannesburg health authorities failed to enforce the sanitary

by-laws of the Malay Location. 1 9 By 1910, the Malay Location still had no fOrL.'illl water
'i

reticulation and was served instead by 325 "shallow, unprotected and polluted wells". Th~.official

Location.

population was only roughly half what it would swell to by 1919 (Table 7.1), but the dens1\Y of 1
v

o
100 people to the acre was nevertheless cause for concern.f' 0 The popula.ion began to rise from

the early 19105. Tenants, initially caromed to holding only one stand, were allowed to 'purchase'

standrights, thereby laying the foundations of the rent-racketeering that characterised later

years.2 1 Indian sub-letting undoubtedly contributed to subsequent sanitary problems in the Malay
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Table 7.1: Population of the Malay Location, 1904·19i9. 22

1904 1906 1909 1912 1919

Indians 1682 1600 1600 1275 1406
Malays 937 970 970 889
Cape Coloured 1300 1300 1070 1714
Europeans 405 120 120 96 23
Portuguese 22
Chinese and Japanese 70 70 80 92
Egyptians and Somalis IOO 8 ,'')....
Natives 282 40 50 339 3344~~-,,_...,._ ..~~. ----~TOTAL 3376 4200 4128 2780 7512.~- ----~ ...~

The 1909 Municipal initiative to have both portions of the Malay Camp removed, rather than

fund upgrading was hardly surprising. ll.;l Revenue from rents barely paid for rudimentary ~'ouneil

services. 'The rationale for relocation was provided by the Medical Officer:

, ..it is the danger spot of the town, and whatever expenditure the measure in question may involve ...it
will be prudently incurred. l'. '+

The Council resolved to address the "sanitary problem" by removing "insanitary" black iesideuts

of the Malay I ocation from their proximity to white working-class suburbs such 3S Vrededorp and

Mayfair. Steps to clear out the Location population brought to a head the conflict over who would )

find alternative stands for evicted tcnants.2 I Conflict became more intense when, in i912, the

Railway announced it would reclaim its portion of the Malay Location.;;:' The contentious

question of who would secure sites for the displaced popu tion proved hypothetical. Enquiry

suggested that it would be "practically impossible" to find other "suitable" ground for the black

inhabitants.27 In light of the lack of "racially controllable" alternatives, proposed dislocation of the

black population became increasingly less acceptable to the local authority. By 1913 the MOIl

rebuffed suggestions of moving Africans from the Malay Location as "they would spread themselves

throughout the Municipal Area, and the position, from a sanitary and public health point of view

would not be improved". 2 •

r.
The local authority's decision to maintain the Malay Location was reached as there were limited

alternative sites for a black location, and also because the Johannesburg Municipality lost the

compensation dispute with the Railways. When called on to mediate, the Colonial Secretary of
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Lands found it was the duty of the City to acquire new sites if the area was reclaimed . .2 I Legally

defeated, and left with the prospect of financing tne necessary re-housing of all Malay Location

inhabitants, the Johannesburg authorities reluctantly condoned the persistence of an insanitary

black location within the city.

Despite the Council's commitment to a policy of urban segregation and the removal of the

Millay Location from it" proximity to wlnte housing, the Location remained intact. The finat-cial

priority of not burdening white ratepayers, and the problem of the shortage of land for black

settlement, out-weighed the pre-war commitment to public health and urban segregation. However,

the influenza scare of 1918 and the rising militance of both black and white working class

communities, shifted the post-war political climate, The debate over the status of the Malay

Location mover' from a parochial dispute between the Johannesburg Mur icipality and the

Railways to an issue of national prominence.

Workil1fJ-dlS.1 militance and the Malay Location

Notwithstanding the decision to allow black people to continue to live in the Malay Location,

local authority money and effort invested inupgrading and maintenance was hopelessly inadequate,

and living conditions deteriorated. During the First World War many Africans, particularly women,

migrated to Johannesburg to work and were housed by the slumlords of the Malay Location.

Expansion of the business district increased pressure on Malay Location accommodation. 3 0 War

prevented infrastructural improvements, but failed to stem settlement in the Malay Location. The

death of thousands, especially coloureds and Africans, in the 1918 Influenza Epidemic placed the

insanitary state of the Malay Location firmly at the centre 01 civic attention. The City Council
(I

promptly voted the substantial sum of flOO ()OOfor improving it's "plague spot". ;)1 The gesture

was deemed to be "in the interests of the Malays and also the white community." 3 2 Judging by the

widespread and vocal response to the public announcement of the improvement plan, whites from

the working-class western suburbs did not concur with City officials on what constituted their best

interests. A 4,OOO·stmn:;lwtiti()ll was submitted to the Johannesburg Council protesting the plan
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to upgrade the Ma1ay Location and objecting to its continued existence in the heart of white

suburbia." 3

The early 1920s was the heyday of conflict between the white working-class, capital and the

state. Racial competition was evident in both the work-place and the domestic sphere. The Malay

Location was the site of the black municipal workers strike, the railwaymen's strike. the African

anti-pass campaign, and the legendary 1922 white miners' strike. Because of its location and its

unique status as Johannesburg's largest non-racial suburl.. .he Malay Location became the

reference point for debate over how to protect [white] public health and enforce urban segregation.

The political might of the white working-class in Jl",l"Eesburg at the time of the petition

against the Malay Location, was awesome. At public meetings ~md in private consultation with

Prime Minister Smuts and his Ministers, Vrededorp's white residents threatened that Council failure

to take action against the black population of the Malay Location would result in "independent

action in defiance of the Government". 3 It Initially, only the 10ca1 authority gave serious attention

to the Resident Association's protest. The Council warned the Government of the danger of

unleashing white fury over the African presence in the Malay Location. Lobbying fr,r the removal

of the Location, the Council made much of the fact that the growing African urban population

would no longer be condoned by Johannesburg's white working-class who were clearly threatened

by the increasingly militant organised African working class. 3 tI In parliament, the declaration that

lithe Native problem" was "a white problem" suggests that the Johannesburg ratepayers' fear that a

permanent urban African population challenged the privileges of the white-working-class was not

(,

a regional sentiment. ::I • This attitude assumed greater prominence: as both Smuts' government and

several local authorities came to the opinion that Africans could no longer be allowed unrestricted

access to urban areas. The pro-white, labour-controlled Johannesburg City Council was especially

swayed by the voice of white ratepayers' and tenants' associations. By backing white community

organisations' opposition to African occupation of the Malay Location, the Johannesburg Council

made the area the central bargaining ploy in their recommendations on the reformulation of the

I
~.J

1918 Urban Areas Hill.

(I
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Organised protest meetings, well-supported petitions and numerous deputations to senior

members of parliament from the Western Suburbs Ratepayers' Association convinced the Council

that white agitation for the removal of the Malay Location could not be ignored. 3 7 In fact the

Council capitalised on the unified white working-class/ratepayer campaign for the control of African

urban settlement. Although the Malay Location was not theoretically an African Location,

Council-funded upgrading of an area known to shelter thousands of illegal Africans was not viable

even though public health was genuinely threatened by the blighted environment. In order to
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placate angry ratepayers who insisted on segregation, the City Council placed a moratorium on

upgrading the Malay Locatlon.j " In addition, the right of transfer of stands was withdrawn, and

lawfully submitted building-improvement plans were boycotted.P " This freeze on development

seriously impeded individual efforts to upgrade property in the Malay quarter at a ti'le when the

population of the ghetto was expanding to dangerously high levels (Table "/.1).

Increased African occupation of the Malay Location during the First World ON ar had altered the

suburb's racial composition, and exacerbated white opposition to the black slum. Whit~s had long

objected to the proximity of coloureds and Indians from the Malay Quarter;" G but they were

especially angered by the increased number of Africans because, unlike Indians and coloureds,

Mricans competed with whites for unskilled jobs. It 1 The demographic transformation of the Malay

Location relates in general terms to the urbanisation of Africans during the Great War, but was

directly associated with the rise of Indian landlords.

..~ The Malay Location was originally intended as an area of Malay or "Coloured" occupation, but

Indians from the "Coolie" Location those to settle there rather than at Klipspruit after the 1904

(

plague." 2 Dy 1907the suburb was identified as an Indian enclave of the city. It 3 Nevertheless, it

was the growing number of African tenants who sought refuge in the Malay Location during the

First World War (Table 7.1) that made it the focus of national attention. Many Africans working

in Johannesburg were unable to acquire shelter lC2al1yand therefore resorted to becoming

sub-tenants in the backrooms and shacks of Indian standnolders of the Malay Location.
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As Indian trading outside prescribed Asiatic Bazaars was restricted, the commercial opportunity

of property ownership in the Malay Location was seized quickly. Possibly exceptions existed, but

all evidence of sub-letting identifies Indian control of the expensive but convenient accommodation

in the congested suburb. Only three years after stand licences could be transferred, several properties

came under the control of Indian people. Yet by 1909, Council estimates declared the registered

Malay Location standholders as half-Indian and half-coloured't " (Table 7.1). By 1912, calls for

the removal of "native men and women" from the Malay Location appeared in the Johannesburg

presq. The 1915 complaint by a long-standing coloured resident identified a sizeable African

population and described the Malay Locution as a "second Nancefield (Klipspruit) where you will

find Amalaita (gangs), and liquor smuggling". 4 is According to a formal petition from coloured and

Malay tenants, by 1917 Indians controlled 325 of the 400 stands, a fact that transformed the density

and racial composition of the Location. By 1919rent racketeering was rife. An average fifty square

foot stand had ten rooms, 17 people, some livestock, and sanitary services inadequate for even one

family. ,. , The problems of overcrowding and deteriorating services were not the central complaint

made to the Minister of Native Affairs about Indian landlordism. The focus of the protest fell on

the issue of rentals. Whereas coloured tenants had initially paid only 25s to 305 per

three-bedroomed cottage, Africans were willing to pay up to £.3. Three-quarters of the Malay

Location stands, some of which had as many as 16 rooms, were owned by three who wCle singled

out as the major culprits forcing coloureds to make way for the higher-paying African tenants." 7

(,'

Notwithstanding the extortionate rentals, the estimated 1 000 Africans in the Malay Location

by 1917 swelled to 5 000 (over SO per cent of the total population) by the 1919 census. ,.. The

opportunity afforded by the Malay Location was attractive when compared to the lengthy journey

from Nancefield, or the prospect of sharing a room with 40 other men in a municipal compound.

Brushing aside the convenience of the Location, those supporting African eviction from white

urban areas questioned the character of Malay Location tenants. Arguing that the increased

number of Africans in the Malay Location had created a "scandalous state of affairs" for public

health and morality, the Officer responsible for monitoring African passes to enter Johannesburg

pointed out that as African wages rarely exceeded the rents charged by Mala: Location slumlords,

c
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tenants were certain to participate in illegal activitii~S."S I'he authorities were, however, protesting

a situation that was of their own making.

When Klipspruit Location was established in 1904, Africans were precluded from gaining

stand-rights in the Malay Location. African sub-letting in the Malay Location was made illegal

after 1909, but tor years after that the Municipal authorities turned a blind eye to the extent of

African occupation at' 'Fl no~ enforce the location's by-laws. In addition, the legal loophole that

had allowed thousands o" t.t:."i'!ansto live on th!' .,,-" , ')f their white employers was used to

Malay Location.

maximum effect in the Malay Location." • j" .,,,, m vv!U..:.:il this practice was exposed involved the

conviction of two Indian shopkeepers of the Malay Location who housed 36 Africans on their

premises. Although the men were registered as working for the shopkeepers, they were not

employed there in a bonafide capacity. lI\ 1

From the point of view of most African tenants, conditions in the Malay Location were far from

ideal. Demand for accommodation within reasonable distance of the city necessitated the payment

of a major portion of their wage, legal or illegal, for shelter. Accusations by the Police. Native

Affairs' and Public Health Officials' that Johannesburg's underworld thrived in the Malay Location,

and that the ghetto harboured potentially threatening diseases, are irrefutable. It has been suggested

that before the Wat the difficulty in securing sites for new locations. and the unwelcome prospect

of financing the relocation of the black population, guaranteed the Malay Location's survival. In

formulating a post-war urban policy the Johannesburg City Council continued to disregard the

sanitation threat posed by the Location. However, in contrast with the previous period, the 1920s

were associated with the exclusion of Africans from the Malay Location. Confronted with an
I'
"J expanding African population, white working-class resistance and the Spanish influenza epidemic,

the Council agreed to evict Africans from the Malay Location. But first the Local Authority

demanded that the 1918 NUAB be amended to give Municipalities greater powers to segregate

without burdening white tax-payers and business ill order to finance the removal of slums like the
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African exclusion from the Malay location

Elsewhere on the Witwatersrand the state's change in attitude to urban adminlstration in the

early 19208 has been ascribed to the growth of an urban African proletariat which, in the face j"f

inflation and rising living costs, was willing to risk hardship and harassment by striking and

protesting. II 11 These clements arc evident in the case of the Malay Location, but here Council

action to evict Africans was galvanised particularly by the resistance of the white working class to

the contiguity of white Vrededorp and the black Malay Location. In response to white political

mobilisation against the Malay Location, the local authority backed-down with unaccustomed

haste on their project to upgrade the city's now predominantly African slum despite the 1918

warning of the danger of poor living conditions.
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Having condoned the continued presence of the Malay Location, something had to be done to

alleviate the threat of disease in the area. Two methods of d.!a1ingwith the future of the Maiay

Location were adopted after the First World War. First, very specific strategies were adopted for

containing the public health challenge posed by degenerate conditions. Second, the \vid~i1'issue of

local authority control of urban Africans was pursued with the central state.

Strategies for maintaining the Malay Location

While the Council blocked all development in the Malay Location as a sign that it endorsed

(,

the re uest that the I .ocation be removed, ' 3 the more realistic question of how to deal with the

Location in situ was addressed simultaneously, The Acting, Town Clerk was eommissioncd to

enquire into the kgul options surrounding the Malay Location's future. His confidential report

identified three «sible paths of action. Pirst, the Johannesburg Council could find alternative

stands for all the standholders renting in the Malay Location. Tim wholesale removal of the Malay

Location had, however, been unsuccessfully pursued before the 1914. Second, it was possible to

offer standholders a 33·ycar lease. It was feared that this option would antagonise whites and set a

precedent that would be difficult to revoke at any later stage. The proposal had tho advantage that

rates could then be levied and this revenue used to improve servicml to the suburb. '1110



Councillors were aware that the first of the three proposals would be the option favoured by the

white electorate. The second proposal was the most viable financially. It was, however, the principle

of the third alternative that the Council endorsed when it announced that Africans would be barred

standholders, and not the local authority, would then be accountable for restricting sub-tenancy in

the Malay Location. Finally the status-quo could be maintained and coupled with more active

enforcement of the prohibition of sub-letting, the allocation of om' stand per family, and the

removal of Africans from the area. 1$ ,.

Restricting African urbanisation

from the Location, Ii S while coloureds and Indians, who could not legally be prevented from

residing in the Location, would have to mm'lin.15• Standholders were more secure following the

1919 concession that stayed the Malay Location's demolition. Sub-tenants, particularly Africans,

faced the prospect of increased harassment. In fact no Municipal attempt to enforce the Location's

by-laws was recorded, possibly because of a 1917 court ruling that the regulations had fallen into

disuse and were no longer binding. A more probable explanation was the Johannesburg Council's

refusal to remove Africans from the Malay Location until legislation providing for finances and land

for alternative accommodation was made available.S 7 This announcement marked the start of

negotiations for greater Municipal regulation of the African labour supply and for extended Council

access to funds for the construction of segregated African locations.

Despite the sanitation scare of 1918, the Johannesburg Council had apparently acquiesced to

white demands over the Malay Location's future. Plans for infrastructural improvement to the

Malay Location were immediately revoked, despite legitimate concerns ever public health. In

addition the local authority voluntarily petitioned both Provincial and National Government for

the abolition of the Malay quarter, and even met with the Minister of the Interior to try to secure
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the Malay Location's removal. s. Yet, there is no evidence of concerted Council initiatives to

counter overcrowding and to reduce the concentration of Africans in the Malay Location as white

ratepayers required. As a matter of policy the Johannesburg Council had endorsed the cause of

white ratepayers by declaring fhllt the Malay Location should he removed. Practically, however, the



authorities claimed they were unable to re-house Africans, a position contested by the central

government's Department of Native Aff~s which had assumed responsibility for removing illegal

Africans from the Location.

As early as April 1917, the Department of Native Affairs received complaint about African

occupation of the Malay Location from western suburb whites. Thereafter" 11epressure WaS

exerted on the Municipality to enforce regulations excluding Africans from white suburbs and to

build satisfactory housing for Africans.P Il The construction of Western Native Township was a

direct response to overcrowding in the Malay Location, but was also intended to provide for the

gradual segregation of all Africans living permanently in Johannesburg. Accusations of Council

recalcitrance in evicting Africans from the Malay Location became more vociferous after the War.

It is true that following the epidemic, and in response to the complaints of Johannesburg ratepayers

and the central state watchdog, the Native Affairs Department, S2 African families were relocated

from the Malay Location and were preferentially re-housed at Western Native Township. However,

the Police Commissioner complained that the Council immediately condoned the overcrowding
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problem by allowing new families to occupy the vacated "unwholesome and undesirable

rooms'v" U

There was some City Council effort to reduce excessive overcrowding in the Malay Location.

Once Western Native Township was built, the Council re-initiated raids on African tenants of the

Malay Location who were previously undisturbed because of the lack of alternative

accommodation. In fact, the development of Western Native Township nowhere near resolved the

extent of the African housing crisis of the 1920s, providing only 327 houses 111 the first five years

(;

after its opening. S 1 Efforts to accommodate ~iHg1eAfricans in compounds rather than more costly

family housing were stepped up as warnings of prosecution for illegal occupation were "freelyposted

up in the Native quarters ...particuiar/y in the Malay Location". '2 'The liberal display of warnings

notwithstanding, only 25 men responded by leaving the Malay Location for compounds. The

Location Superintendent called for prosecution of Malay Location Africa.\5 under various

() municipal by-laws. 6 3 The order was a charade as there was hopelessly insufficient accommodation

for Africans in Johannesburg. In 1923, municipal compounds could house only 1 000 people, s,.

~",4"
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while the number of Africans living in unacceptable slums was officially estimated at 9 451.' s

Doubtless, the extent of African slum occupation was significantly higher than that.

By publicly supporting the removal of the Location, but simultaneously failing to reduce the

number of Africans in the Malay Location, the Council provoked conflict with the Department of

Native Affairs. The Department argued that the town's prosperity depended on the labour of the

African workers for whom the City Council refused to provide shelter. The conflict between the

City and the Department of Native Mairs over the Malay Location provided the Council with a

platform from which it launched more general (I ",..nands for the rev'lsi('\n 0.1. urban legislation as

proposed by the Urban Areas Bill. The r:ouncP nsed the emotive Issue cf the t ll"Y:ation of Africans

from the Malay Location to highlight the weak position of the iocal authorities it. acquiring land

and finance tor housing an expanding African workforce,

The Johannesburg authorities, like their colleagues across the country, believed that only once

the number of Africans settling in towns was controlled by local authorities and once the financial

resources for building African housing was secured, would the Councils he able to satisfactorily

account to their white, largely working-class, constituencies on the question of urban segregation.

The City Council's concern for municipal empowerment over urban African administration was

taken up directly with regard to the Malay Location because of the profile the suburb had attained

in the unrest associated with the strikes and the defiance campaign. The Council's problems with

regard to Africans in Johannesburg were discussed with the United Municipal Executive which met

in Cape Town in 1922 to discuss the Urban Areas Bill. However, the most influential forum for

Johannesburg's ideas on limiting the number of Africans migrating to the cities turned out to be the

Transvaal Provincial Commission on Local Government. ' II

Unfortunately, the evidence to the 1922 Commission chaired by Col. Stallard has not survived.

Doubtless, the Council's recommendations for dealing with Africans in the city were consistent with

its demands over the future of the Malay Location. The most important of these were municipal

restriction of the number of Africans allowed to move to Johannesburg. and the establishment of

a municipal brewing monopoly to fund African housing developments. Certainly these ideas gained

pride of place in Stallard's report, which emphasised the temporary status of' urban Africans.
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Surprisingly, Stallard's recommendations received l:I. sympathetic hearing from Smuts, who had

hitherto insisted that a stable urban African population should be fostere j by allowing freehold

tenure and some form of political representation. Re-her than entrenching the interests of

Johannesburg liberals whose support he traditionally enjoyed, Smuts supported the call by

municipal health officials, the police, and working-class whites for the restriction of African

migration. Bowing to pressure mounted by groups liae the white workers of Johannesburg's

western suburbs, and the Johannesburg City Council, Snurts crossed the floor 0.0 the Urban Areas

debate.

Having satisfied themselves that the NUAA provided the means for African segregation and

whi.e appeasement, the Johannesburg City Council err-braced the legislation c.'ll'1yin 1924. Only

six.months after the proclamation of the NUAA in Johannesburg, the Director of Native Labour

wrote of the steady progress made in implementing the Act: he conceded that success owed Hvery

largely to conditions obtaining in the Malay Location and other parts of Johannesburg," 1 In the

same document, however, he revealed the Johannesburg City Council's willingness to sacrifice the

support of those whites who had pushed for the NUAA to facilitate African exclusion from the

Malay Location. Astonishingly, given the prominence of the Malay Location in the campaign for

segregation, the City Council announced that the removal of Africans from the Malay Location

was not a priority in segregating the city:

While appreciating the anxiety of the European residents of Vrededorp to the residence of natives at
the Malay Location, one cannot but recognise that these natives are at present living in comparative
isolation together with asiatica, rnalays and coloured people, whereas inmany of the other townships
the natives are living in and about the quarters occupied by Europeans. Any attempt to treat the
Malay Location as an isolated problem without the necessary accommodation being made available
would merely disperse the natives in this Location throughout Johannesburg and aggravate the
present position. ' •

City officials further justified African occupation of the contentious Malay Location by arguing

that as long as Indian and particularly coloured occupation could not be precluded, the fight to

segregate the Malay Location would be in vain. In fact the Chief Native Commissioner and the

MOH agreed that the rapid re-occupation of African shacks by coloureds meant that ..the status

of the Location would probably be worse than the present condition". Preliminary enquiry had

revealed that there would be considerable white opposition to the re-establishment of the Location
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any further from town. The Council quickly concluded they would be unable to find "a more

suitable site than the existing one".' t

Despite all Council attempts to leave the African population of the Malay Location undisturbed

while the rest of Johannesburg was seg,;.bgated, the Vrededorp ratepayers, after again visiting the

Prime Minister, were able to secure a, guarantee that a portion of the Malay Location would be

cleared of Africans under the NUAA early in 1925. African tenants were evicted with relative case

from the northern portion of the Malay Location. Although the NUAA required the re-housing

of displaced Africans, municipal housing was not provided. This omission left the Malay Location's

leading slumlord, Jajabhay, who earned some £.700 a week from African tenants, the opportunity

to gain a court. order declaring the Johannesburg Council's action ultra vires." 0 Once again the

endeavour of the s'ate and whites in Johannesburg to enforce racial segregation W'iS temporarily

delayed by the Council's recalcitrance in financing African housing. The persistence of the black

Malay Location in the heart of the 'white' city was one of many exceptions to the planned pattern

of racial residential purity in the post-1923 segregationist period. Armed with the NUAA the

Johannesburg Council dreamt it could close the city gates to unwanted African migrants and sweep

the African urban workforce into locations and compound!'. In the real world, enforcing segregation

proved a more complex task.

Conclusion

Efforts to segregate the Malay Location on the basis of sanitation complaints were thwarted by

Municipal reluctance to finance satisfactory accommodation for the black population. On several

occasions before the First World Wat contagious diseases were attributed to conditions in the

inner-city slums, the most notorious of which was tIl! Malay Location. Before the War the

sanitation threat posed by the '\1aJay Location was not used to justify selective re-housing and racial

segregation, although this policy was widely embraced, Instead, the local authority neglected its role

as the keeper of public health and condoned living conditions that threatened human life. Only the

anti-slum outrage that followed the influenza deaths in 1918 prompted even cursory attention to

conditions in the Malay Location.
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The Malay Location caricatured the task of local authorities in the early 1920's all over South

Africa. Faced with a growing number of Africans settling in towns, primarily in the major urban

centres where they crowded in the ghettos, municipalities faced an increasingly severe challenge to

Frightened by the high casualty rate of Spanish Influenza, the Medical Officer successfully

initiated a substantial upgrading grant for the Malay Location whose proximity to town and white

suburbia made it the focus of white's sanitation concerns. By the end of the Wax, however, th}

political .ilimate in Johannesburg had changed and the proposed improvement of the Malay

Location was it.'ufficient to appease white protestors. Particularly the poorer section of white

society demanded nothing less than the wholesale relocation of the Malay Location. Because of its

geographical location in the country's industrial heart, and its immediate proximity to white

working-class strongholds, the Malay Location assumed an unnatural prominence in the formation

of national policy for urban African settlement.

public health. Unwilling to burden white ratepayers ar.d capitalists with the establishment of basic

infrastructure for black citizens, the Johannesburg City Council found it was unable to finance the

re-housing of black communities from the central slums. At the same time, however, white workers

insisted on the immediate segregation of Africans from white residential areas. In the 1910s and

1920s the white working-class was the single most powerful political constituency, and the pressure

it brought to bear on municipalities fot' segregation had significant impact. By supporting the call

tor the relocation of the Malay Location the City Council harnessed the political power of the white

working-class. By failing to relocate the African population of the Location the Council drew

attention to the inadequacies of the -xisting and the proposed legislation on urban African

administration and segregation.
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Using the Malay Location as an example, Johannesburg Councillors argued that in order for

(!

local authorities to effectively achieve the racial division of urban space, it was imperative that the

central state grant the necessary fiscal and legislative power to construct and maintain black

locations. The Johannesburg Council campaigned for segregation through constant reference to the

plight of working-class whites offended by African settlement in the Malay Location. The resultant

NUAA also provided th: framework for the more rigid control of South Africa's urban African
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CHAPTER EIGHT

APPLYING 11U:NA1TVES (URBAN AREAS) ACT IN JOHANNESBURG

When the .\lativcs (Orban Areas) Act wag passed in 1923, more than half of Johannesburg's

African populate n was housed by employers; less than fifteen per cent were resident in municipal

locations (Table 8. '). The Council estimated that it required housing to segregate 1·1.500 illegally

accommodated Afht;a·.s from the rest of the urban population. 1 Less than a decade later. units for

twice that number had b '(;,11 built, while the non-township African urban population had ll1O!'C than

doubled to over 30 000 arn' either lived illegally in the slums or rented space in the black freehold

state-licensed shelter became increasingly dom'nant forms of tenure for urban }jriCatlS.

suburbs.f Segregation, even '-'1 the city core, had failed. Despite the weakness of the NtJAA ir,

effecting racial residential separat'on, the application of the legislation had far-reaching implications

on how and where Africa ..ns lived in Johannesburg, The distribution of African private rental stock

shifted. The inner-city yards of the teens and twenties gave way to the overcrowded slums of

residence "f untives amoug white F~;l)plcwhether of the IP' rer 01' of the more

At~X2.a(.' and the 'Western Areas' in the 19~Osand 19405.1 More significantly, state housing or

The process by which the law was applied, and t;'c gC\lgrai~\hkal pattern of the a:,plication of

the NUAA, underscored the local state's prioritisation ')1' racial segregation over philanthropic

concern tor ,he reform of African living conditions, As de jtlCW spokesperson for the Johannesburg

City (\)uw'il, Porter underlined the explieltly racial agenda of his Cot'llcil:

\"!·.id~public opinion ill South Ali-lea has rightly pretested

(I

This anti-reformist \ll!phasb b confirmed by the munieipalitv's response to the v'iucsprcad

resistance to and evasion of the NUA,\. Instead of concentrating on rehousing programmes for

AI'rit:.tns displaced h;, the Act. the Johannesburg authorities orchestrated and then utilised

o
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than total residential improvement ill urban African living conditions, By 1934 Johannesburg was

far from racially divided, but the state had acquired sulficient control over racial residential zoning

to ensure that Africans did not mix with whites. The post-I 930 exemptions to the NOAA facilitated

tighter control over urban Africa» h.)udng standards in locations and the inner-city.

Table 8.1: Non-compound h,:.u,wg occupied by African people, 1923-1934.5

HOUSING Typr·; 1923_--_-,;;':_--====_--:,:.------- ..::=======
Housed by Employora 32231
Municipal Locations (54)5
Private African Townshins 2600
Mine Married Qual1':i:; , S23
Unauthorised Quarter; I24X()_,-,,---:::::-_.,,'_"."--.~',~.:,::,"=~==========

59
12
<:
oJ

1934 %

38414 36
41000 39

2601)0 25

105414 100
23

At, the Johannesln !'g Council quickly discovered, d.K: ix\:;:,age of a law does not translate neatly

into practical application of the legislation. Immediately following the publication of the NUAA,

the Johannesburg local authority applied 1;'f' the whole city h) be proclaimed for whites: I in

proclaimed urban areas Ail'icans were only to he allowed if they served white employers. 111e

obligatory census which preceded this request revealed that the Council had little chance of

rehousing the displaced population in the paltry 1 200 beds, ,2 008 houses and 1 400 stands available

as location end compound accomtnodation, 7 Nevertheless, the municipality's request for

proclamation of virtually whole city area was granted in January 1924. 'I11C Native Affairs

Department kn\)wil1t~ly ign()n't~ tho directive instrucsing that available accommodation be

(

guaranteed bdhn' ~l\\mea was proclaieied under the ~nfAA. In justifying the Department's turning

a blind {~y~;to the abuse of the only reformist clause in the At~t,the Secretary of Native Affairs

claimed that the interests of Johnnnesburg Atlkans would be protected. He announced that he

wouTIc'i insist on "definite progress' being made in the supply of Johannesburg location housing to

keep pace with removals. Ilc also '-,lad!'; the proclamation of the city under the NUAA conditional

on the Clty Council providing the opportunity for more affluent Africans to build their own h01\lCS

;,t Eastern Native tHVl1sbip.· By ronccding to the proclamation of the entire city, however, the
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Serving notices under the NUAA involved a corps of some 21 white inspectors from the Health

Department. Many of these officials, like Mr Squires and Mr Doyle, were well known to the

African tenants of the yards, as they had monitored illegal occupancy in their capacity as District

Inspectors from before the First World War. fi Although the whole city was already proclaimed, the

Council publicised the particular areas that had been targeted for clearance by posting notices in

public places and in the press. 1 0 Once the period of time specified in the notice had expired, the

inspectors' work began. To prove in court that an African lived in a proclaimed area, the person

had to have been found asleep in bed, and a notice was served personally stating the illegality of

African occupation of the territory proclaimed under the NUAA. ~ 1 Following this rude

awakening, the African's pass number and employment details were collected. 1~ Africans who had

been issued with these notices were not only expected to move away from. the proclaimed

accommodation, but they were also barred from seeking new shelter anywhere in the city except

an African location. 1 3 The NVAA therefore marks the shift from private rental to public housing

for the African population.

Department of Native Affairs effectively colluded with the segregationist emphasis of the

Johannesburg City Council. The process and pattern of the NUAA's early application is evidence

of the brutal impact of the rapid application of Act.
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African tenants were not the only victims of the law. To ensure efficient proclamation, the

Johannesburg Cit)r Council deliberately pursued and prosecuted landlords who ignored the

law. 1 4 Difficulties were experienced in bringing landlords to book, not least because of the

awkwardness of getting Africans to appear as witnesses. 1 S One early conviction involved Hymen

Baker, a well known landlord in Doornfentein, who was fined fS fer "harbouring natives", Given

that he had already extracted more than this sum in payment of rent in advance of the Africans'

forced removal, his small fine can. hardly have been financially ruinous. 1 6 By contrast, the

thousands of Africans who faced criminal proceedings were not only fined, but they also risked their

jobs and access to urban areas.



In theory, Africans could avoid ignominious midnight raids and time-consuming court

proceedings by heeding the initial posting of clearance notices and applying for municipal

accommodation. Single men who were self-employed were offered shelter in the Salisbury and

Jubilee Compound, and employees of whites were placed in the Wemmer Hostel. Family housing

was available at Kl;..spruit and at Eastern and Western Native Townships, Municipal compounds

for single African women did not exist until 1929. Forced by the need to rehouse single African

women in formal employment in Johannesburg, the City Council issued interim instructions for

lithe disposal of these women" that included setting aside a block of houses in the Western Native

Township for a women's 'compound'. Once these 100places were filled, singlewomen were offered

accommodation at distant Klipspruit until a centrally located site for a women's compound was
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found.l "

After the 1930amendment to the NUAA the administration of African women in urban areas

became even more complex. Women could no longer enter an urban area without proof of

employment or without their husbands having already been in the city for two years. Armed with

wider controlling powers, police and health inspectors spent ar. increasing amount of time chasing

liquor sellers, washerwomen, hawkers and other "undesirable women" from the precinct of the

white town.1' In Johannesburg alone, 800 women a day carne before the magistrate on charges

of illegal entry into town.! {I

(1

Not all applications under the NUAA were initiated by the local authority. In one instance

African home-owners in the black suburbs of Sophiatown and Martindale filed an application for

their suburbs to be declared as Native Villagesunder the Act. The motivation was to allow Africans

to acquire long leases and enjoy a measure of p'otection from segregationist removals. The presence

in the suburb of 243 whites, plus a few coloured, Indian and Chinese people, many of whom were

property owners, was the reason the City Council turned down the request. 2. 0 More regularly, the

Act was brought into action by rhe police at the behest of the white public who would complain

to the Johannesburg City Council about specific stands where liquor was brewed. 2. 1 Until 1926

when the practice was made illegal, the proclamation of isolated houses occupied by Africans WM

common, especiallyif they were in predominantly white-occupied suburbs. 2. 2.

{,
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Even after 1926,when police complaints about particular properties persisted, as in the case of

two stands in Hillbrow, the authorities would agree to proclaim the entire suburb in their effort to

clear the African residents. 2 3 This kind of action demonstrated that although the process of

applying the law was carefully specified, in practice itwas easily manipulated according to the racist

agendas of the local bureaucrats charged with its enforcement. The initial subjugation of the NUAA

to the objective of segregation over that of slum rehousing is clearly identifiable in the temporal and

spatial pattern of the law's application (Fig. 8.1).

Figure 8.1: The application of the Natives (Urban Areas) Act to Johannesburg. 2 4

J

1924 ·1927

1928·1929

1930 -1933

1934
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action, Racial mizing was another. Simultaneous application at Act to the equally insanitary

As one might expect, the NUAA was first enforced in one of Johannesburg's most notorious

slums, Doomfontein, Within a year 1 200 Africans were removed from the suburb. 2 5 The

prevalence of bligl t and unquestionable overcrowding were among the factors that prompted

Malay Location v. as initially turned down even though it was one ot the areas whose condition and

proximity to whlte areas was used to motivate for the passage of anti-slum action. The Medical

Officer was convinced that no purpose would be served. by removing Africans when they W011ld

be immediately replaced by coloureds Unlike the res, of the city, in the Malay Location Africans

mixed with otner blacks and not with whites. 2
& The MOH's hand was nevertheless forced by

strenuous opposition from neighbouring poor whites. A small portion of the Malay Location

bordering Vrededorp was proclaimed early in 1925. Porter offered a compromise reluctantly:

We do not think this is the most practically uselul thing to do. but it will placate the white residents

in the neighbourhood and it is thought, wlll be in accordance with the wishes of the Minister. 2 7

The Council's lack of success in enforcing segregation in the densely populated African sectors

of town like Doornfontein made the national and local Departments of Native Affairs sceptical

about extending the domain of active proclamation under the NUAA. to similarly heavily populated

black settlements in Wolhuter, Denver, Spes Bona, Burghersdorp and Fordsburg, Pestered by

Porter's call fo1' more vigorous action rather than despondency, the Director of Native Labour
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advised the Native . 'fairs Department to delimit these subuibs in August 1925.2' Less than six

(I

months later, Ophirton, another township favoured by Africans, was added to the list. ~ 9 However,

by 1926 when the MOl:r~;attention had turned to another of tne big slum districts, Ferreirastown,

the Johannesburg Council was embroiled m a Belies of court orders questioning the validity of the

application of the NtJAA in the city (Table 8.2).

After the courts forced the City Council to obey the letter 'f the law by demonstrating the

availability of alternative accommodation. it redefined its strategy of where to app1:y the Act.

Overcrowding and racial proximity ceased to be the guiding principles in selecting districts for

clearance. Pragmatic assessment of the viability of segregationist l'cmovals and rehousing became

"_.","- ".._-_,",' _""---- "----.-- _ _-- 1&....
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men, 38 women and 166 families. 3 0 Ina bid to get these areas cleared first, one Councillor argued

that the northern suburbs owners were wealthier than those of the south and would not therefore

paramount. By delineating the city so that sections could be treaced under the Act in tum, the

Council was able to prioritise segregation in large portions of Johannesburg where there were only

few Africans who had to be rehoused. The whole of the southern suburbs hosted only 117 single

be tempted to let backyard shacks to illegal Africans. 3;1 In fact. the affluent north was a popular

haven from the raids of the NOAA's perpetrators. The pre-proclamation census showed ever 1 000

men and a handful of women and children taking refuge illegally in the north. The Council, keen

to prevent till' practice, instituted clearances ill the north even before they did so in the south 3 2

(Fig. 8.1), More curious than the protection of aftllK~lt white suburban interests was the Council's

fixation with the proclamation of Albertsville.

l~i

Located to the west of the city, Albertsville was a peri-urban suburb that lay beyond the

jurisdiction of the nineteenth century Gok, Law which outlawed occupation by blacks. From the

19308 Albel",\oviUewas popular among coloureds who could afford to buy property away from the

slums. 3
3 In 1928 there were only 10 African families living in the area, The Johannesburg Council

wished them forcibly removed under the NUAA. Once again the Director of Native Labour was

reluctant to recommend that the area be targeted for removal, but Milne (the new MOH) insisted,

The rationale behind pushing for proclamation under the Act was a rumour that major township

owners wished to build a private African location. 31t Following the advice of'the Director of Native

Labour, the Native Affairs Department rejected the Council's request. 3 IS The Council responded

immediately by redrafting its motivation for the area to be cleared. This time, complaints Irczn

white residents were invoked: the 14 African families were allegedly 0. nuisance because they "create

disturbances and brew l •ative liquor", The Native Affairs Department was once again r- sconvinced

o that Albertsville should be proclaimed under the NUAA.3 ,

j

I
I

(I

Instead of the inexpensive task of rehousing Albertsville Africans, the Johannesburg authorities

were forced to confront the hu~ slum populations of Prospect, Denver, and the remaining portion

of Ferreirastown where the number of Africans occupving slums had escalated. :I 7 By the early

19308 the (t pression had reinforced the tendency for poor whites to sub-let to Africans, but these
I
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cases were spread across the city and ,resented nothing like tire concentration of Africans in y~'..ds

described by Hellmann in her 1933 portrayal of the Doomfontein slum, Rooiyard.3' In the ~ny

area of Denver, 400 families were issued with notices under the NUAA in 1932.3• 111 the pre~ l.ct

of the Jeppe Police Station there were 203 slum yards, whereas Prospect 'Iownship housed 21ilO
I

Africans in only 66 yards." 0 The largest of all the slum ~istri' verc t1):_!unproclaimed bI, ck

townships of Alexandra and Sophiatown where a vibrant culture nourished amid the rubbish ~ id
i
Idecay of t11Cghettos.
1

. . I
The Johannesburg City Council had fought hard to real.se the white dream of a municipal ~ ea

I
free of Africans, But there was simply not enough iownship housing stock available 1:0

1

accommodate the African slum pooulauon, The illusica of racially pure space was theref~ re
I

fostered by shepherding inner-city African slum communities into illegal accommodation in renj ill
I

stock in peripheral black freehold suburbs. Neither the traasition to a racially segregated city, ~ )1'

I
the shift to a state monopoly on African housing tenure under the NUAA were totally successf 1.

I
The official record is misleading. By 1930, 79 of thr:. ,10 Johannesburg township!'! had be~n

i
proclaimed under the NtJAA. Although it is unclear exactly how many people had been issuq Ii

i
with notices under the Act, the Council itself estimated ~hat 45 000 people still needed housiti g

i
before segregation could be attained. The figure was considerably more than the total of 27 ofj ',1

i I
people the Council had successfully placed in locations and compounds in 1930." 1

Afri:!M evasion and slum lord resistance

The NUAA failed to effect the racial segregation of Johannesburg in part. because the law W~'I
\

badly drafted. The law exempted domestic servants from its purview, but gave 11(' guidelines as ti)
i

what work was categorised as domestic, and provided no method of identifying of domestics, Sin~:
i

many male servic, staff could be defineo broadly us domestic workers, much was made of t~ r
\

ambiguity." 2 Even more frustrating from the authorities' perspective was that women were n~

obliged to hold passes of any kind unti11930. The applicatio.; of the Act to this unidentifiable an~
\

untraceable population was virtually Impossible. l\ 3
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Africans actively evaded the NUAA by a variety of means. The number of Africans who

escaped the NU t\A hatchet is remarkable. Initial efforts to force evicted Doornfontein tenants into

African locations and hostels had only a 10 per cent success rate. In 1931 over eleven areas were

proclaimed involving approximately 6 000 Africans. Of the 6 000, it IS unclear if 50 or 250 took up

shelter in municipal locations; 4 ,. whatever the correct figure, nobody was foolish enough to claim

that the Council's endeavours were a success. As the African paper Abantu-Batho pointed out,

whereas the Council had managed to rehouse about 5 000 African families from over 80 townships,

many times that number remained in the most abject quarters in the inner-city. ,. 5 There were three

clear reasons for the initial failure of the NUf.A to either segregate or rehabilitate African housing.

First, there was the Council's tardy building programme. Second, Africans were opposed to the

spirit and practice of segregationist removals. Third, lhe successful campaign of the slumlords to

challenge the legal validity of the NUAA frustrated segregation in Johannesburg.

From the start, Africans circumvented the enforcement of the NUAA. African renters simply

refused to present their passes to inspectors or they left the premises as soon as the Municipal men

arrived. Even once powers to demand passes were acquired, the Council's difficulties remained. The

boycott of the NUAA census was a particularly effective strategy because, before 1930, it was

possible to challenge the validity of the entire proclamation of an area if it could be demonstrated

that the estimate of the number to be rehoused was an under-count. If the census on which housing

need was estimated was unreliable, there would be insufficient alternative accommodation for slum

residents and the proclamation was invalid." II The Johannesburg Council argued that evasion of

the census was orchestrated by the slumlords, It 7 and they were undoubtedly correct, but it was

clearly in the interests of Africans to avoid being served with a notice declaring them illegal residents

of a proclaimed area of Johannesburg.

(i

By far the most common form of opposition to the NUAA was overt disobedience. Forced out

of a declared property, African tenants typically sought private accommodation elsewhere in the

o
city, though many drifted back to their original homes. It • The reflux of Africans to proclaimed and

cleared districts was facilitated by the Supreme Court decision making all pre-1928 declarations ultra

vires. This explains why the 1932 survey of insanitary properties revealed many Africans living in
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Doomfontein.vthe fringes of the Malay Location and other previously proclaimed districts (Fig.

8.2),

Figure 8.2: Insanitary properties in Johannesburg in 1932.49
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African rejection of Council accqmmodation in favour of slumyard living cost the authorities

dearly. A house standing vacant for even a month meant that no rent was received. There were also

indirect costs. The practice of slum h;__,!!pingmeant that most Africans were hounded by inspectors

(I

on more than one occasion, incurring considerable administrative and personnel expense. 5 Q Still,

the local authority appeared impervious to the unpopularity of locations and compounds among

African people.

After living only a few weeks in Western Native Township or the municipal compounds, many

Africans absconded back to hovels in the slums. II 1 Despite the higher standard of building

(J available to Africans in locations, municipal accommodation was unpopular. Across the country

Africans complained about their treatment by location supervisors, and Johannesburg locations and
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townships were no exception. II 2 Another reason the townships were avoided was the difficulty of

making ends meet. Despite the low wages paid to Africans, municipal rents were high, drilWing

30·50 per cent of a breadwinners wage. IS 3 Municipal officials themselves identified the imperative

of more than one income per family for African subsistence, yet they denied women traditional

methods of supplementing the family wage. Location regulations prohibited ~hebrewing of liquor

and made it difficult for women residents to wash clothes for money. II 4 Even the obvious strategy

of taking in lodgers to augment inadequate income Wasforbidden. Partly as an attempt to boost

the amount of accommodation that could be offered as surety against NUAA proelamations,

African lodgers were allowed in municipal houses. But permit fees were payable to the Council as

part of its revenue generation campaign. 5 II For the residents there was more than money at stake.

Permits were required for all children over 18 years of age. 11 6 This invasion of personal and family

privacy was compounded by other forms of overt control extended to municipal tenants. 'The

fencing of Western Native Township and the daily monitoring of movement were among the factors

weighing against Africans accepting municipal housing. Tyamzashe, a correspondent writing to the

English-language press, provided all. African perception of the new townships to the ill-informed

white public:

They are veritable convict stations. The authorities from time to time round up the natives and

demand all their receipts, passes and special passes. and skoklaan and liquor raids are frequently

carried out. If a native fails to pay his rent he is arrested and dealt with criminally. The police have

authority to enter any house at any hour. In some locations an early morning raid ;5 now and again

launched on the sleeping inhabitants. and decent law abldh.g natives are rudely disturbed. II 1

One example of undue force involved Jackson Motlki. After being arrested and handcuffed for

failing to pay his rent, a magistrate ordered him to pay lOs a month to settle his debt. The white

superintendent of the location decided this was insufficient justice. Accompanied by his African

police he forced entry to Motiki's house, removed hill property, and arranged to have it sold by

\\
"-

public auction. By all accounts this was not uncommon practice in Johannesburg locations. II • The

obsession with collecting funds to balance the expenditure on African housing generated the very
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harsh penalty system for rent defaulters who were tried in a criminal court and who, if convicted,

found themselves with criminal records. S I

If African tenants had good reason to avoid the workings of the NUAA, so did the

predominantly East European and Indian slumlords. At first reading, landlord anxiety over the

enforcement of the Act appears to be an overreaction. Fines imposed on offenders were low,

reaching a maximum of £.10 or one month's hard labour. Ii D Shrewd lawyers could almost

guarantee their clients got off charges by using one of numerous loop-holes. It was easy to argue

that a landlord believed his tenants were coloured or domestic servants, and therefore exempt from

the NUAA.II:I. Landlords sometimes evicted their African tenants as soon as NUAA notices had

been served. By the time the Act was physically enforced some months later, a fresh set of tenants

who had not received notices were living on the property. As a result, when a magistrate asked if

the accused before him had received notices under the Act, there was a negative response and the

case was dismissed. 11.2 While in the short term the landlords could and did evade the law, in the

longer term their livelihood was under threat.

Landlords made enormous profits by letting rooms to Africans, Amounts as high as f..25000

per annum were being drawn by the powerful Iandlords of Prospect township. II3 Many smaller

proprietors were mortgaged to the limit. The case of Hymen Baker is once again germane. Six

months prior to the passage of the NUAA he acquired the leasehold of five stands in 'he heart of

Doomfontein abutting the railway station. He paid a leasehold fee of 30s per month to

Johannesburg Consolidated Investment Company. In addition he had £.900worth of bonds on the

properties for which he paid 8-9 per cent interest. If his story is believed, he personally subsidised

this newly acquired slum venture to the tune of £.10·15per month. ,,. His prospective profit was

unquestionably put at risk by the proclamation of Doomfontein under the NUAA. It is true that

Baker would continue to operate as a slumlord even after proclamation, replacing African with

coloured tenants. Like other landlords in the area, however, he realised that ongoing proclamation

would lead to a decline in demand for rooms in the city and therefore depress rents. Predictably

then, the best organised opposition to the NUAA came from the landlords.
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The first sign of any sustained legal opposition to the Johannesburg City Council's application

of the NCAA came on the eve of Dr Porter's retirement in the winter of 1925. Magistrate

Lawrence, in cautioning and discharging landlord Matus of Beit Street :in Doomfontein, explained

that he had found him not guilty because the Council had issued a "rank rotten bad notice" ..' IS
iZ

The case did not set legal a precedent, but was the first of a series fought between !! : .•C ar-l

Johannesburg landlords (Table 8.2).

Slumlord resistance to the application of the NUAA in Johannesburg is well established. oi. In

addition to challenging their own conviction under the law, various slumlords provided financial

support to Africans willing to contest segregation. At a public meeting, probably of the Industrial

and Commercial Workers Union, Africans were urged to 'lpply for Western Native Township or

compound accommodation as a way of forcing the Council to admit that there was insufficient

public housing available for NUAA victims. Benson, the lawyer who filed this and other cases

against the Johannesburg Municipality, is reported to have assured the crowd that leg"'. action

would not cost the signatories "a penny," 7 The slumlord's sponsorship of tenants legal costs paid

off qaickly, The NUAA's proclamation in Johannesburg was overturned in 1927. Subsequent

municipal action under the segregationist Act was more constrained and also had to adhere to the

principle of rehousing, I 8 But in the longer term the court decisions served to reinforce local

authority frustration. The Council's "new broom", the manager of the infant Native Affairs

Department, Ballenden, led the Johannesburg based initiative to tighten municipal control over

urban. "native policy". • 9 Two major changes Were sought: extension of influx control and a lighter

burden from African urban housing. Compromise on the latter was achieved by creating numerous

exceptions to the NUAA.

(1
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Table 8.2: Litigation involving the application of the NOAA in Johannesburg." 0

DATE

1927

DECISIONCASE

Hodge and Jojhobhay
vs Rex
TPD 101

For Hodge and Jojhobhay because even
ifmunicipal accommodation was
available, it was insufficient

1928 Rex vs Zock
AD 384

For Zock because it was not possible
for all Africans to leave proclaimed areas
on the prescribed day

1932 Rex vs Kostas
AD 138

For Rex, because licences could be issued
at the Council's discretion

Segregation and sanitation by exemptions and licence

In order to preserve the ideological blanket of racial segregation that had been placed over the

urban area of Johannesburg, the state devised various forms of exemptions. to the NUAA to

compensate for its inability to fully enforce the law. Ironically, these exemptions facilitated the

neglected objective of sanitising and upgrading the accommodation of the African urban

population. The incongruity of the state's ideological construction of urban areas as white space,

and the economic reality of an African labour force, meant that the practice of granting exemptions

to Africans in town was well established. Although the NUAA represented a new approach to

urban African policy, it carried over many of the pre-First World War traditions. One such

tradition was the exemption of 'civilised Natives' from the imperative of living in segregated

municipal locations. However, the African elite of Johannesburg in the 1920s found themselves

caught between old and new policies. Exemptions granted to African men did not extend to their

wives and children who, after 1924, had to live in the townships. 7 1 Other exemptions w~~emore

rationally tuned to maintaining the uneasy balance between economic productivity (which

depended on accessible African labour) and the principle of total racial residential segregation.

o
The NUAA consolidated disparate legislation governing AfriCatl:Jliving in urban areas. In this

respect it formalised the practice of condoning the residence of Miican domestic workers on the

premises of their white employers. How else was morning tea to be served, or 24-hour child care
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to be arranged? In addition, the Act incorporated the established practice of granting permission to

Africans to live on the premises of their employers' factories. It did not extend this exemption to

the practice of employers hiring additional beds in neighbouring private compounds or yards. The

confusion over what was permissible under the NUAA meant that several slumlords applied to the

Johannesburg City Council to continue making their living from running compound facilities for

industrial workers. 7 2

Initial outrage at continued private compounding soon softened. The City Council was utterly

dependent on passing on responsibility for housing to "lighten its burden", especially to the large

employers. The local authority was legally entitled to do this. At3the MOll assured other officials,

It is so obvious that no local authority can fairly be called upon to provide suitable accommodation

for all natives in its district, that the Act empowers the local authority to require every employer of

more than 2S natives...and every employer of natives on work of a temporary nature within the urban

area, to provide or to hire accommodation/or the natives in his employment. 1:I

As soon as the NUAA was proclaimed in Johannesburg's white suburban areas, the MOH made

a point of informing the Master Builders' Association of the conditions under which construction

workers would be exempt from the Act. Among the conditions was the stipulation that the

temporary camp should not be anywhere near an institution where "European girls" were in

residence. '1 .. The memory of the Black Peril of 1912 had found its way into the city regulations,

but it was not the safety of white women that was foremost in the mind of Johannesburg City

Officials as they put pressure on employers to accept responsibility for the legal housing of A~iican

workers under the NUAA. The Johannesburg City Council was particularly anxious to force rums

that employed large numbers of Africans to assist in effecting the racial segregation of the industrial

workforce living in slums and in policing the ongoing African occupation of municipal compounds

under the NUAA.

(
In 1926 the Premier Milling company was approached to assist in the application of the NUAA.

Of the firm's 170 African staff, four lived in the company stables and 15 were municipal compound
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residents. The bulk of the workforce lived illegally in nearby ~""1'a:~cityslums or in African freehold

locations (Fig. 8.3), Believing that under section 1(1)(c) of the NUAA, the Premier Milling finn

was responsible for the proper housing of its African workers, the City Council wrote to notify the

company of vacant beds at Wemmer Compound. The milling company responded to the City's

directive by informing it's staff that, under the NUAA, they were required to move from illegal

accommodation to municipally approved shelter. Although six Africans who defied this company

instruction were fired, the company was not prepared to extend its involvement to deducting

compound rents from wages. Passive resistance by Premier Milling and other companies forced the

Johannesburg City Council to seek legal advice. Apparently the intention of the NUAA's drafters

was explicit, "requiring employers of fifty native labourers to house thew in a hostel or compound

to preclude the possibility of1ivm~;under family conditions" The wording of the Act, however,
!!

was ambiguous over whether the! employer was personally responsible for hiring satisfactory

accommodation or simply for establishing that approved shelter was available. "I IS

Premier Milling was, hardly surprisingly, not the only company disinclined to assume the task

of policing worker housing payment. Burnt by the experience of being brought before the courts

for improper application of the NUAA, the Johannesburg City Council finally decided that the

wording of the law on this pobt was too vague to guarantee a conviction and so it never tried to

force any of the larger employers tOI house their workers in municipal compounds . ., S Instead, it

relied (until 1930 when the Act was amended) (111 individual companies whicn were frustrated by

the disturbance of workers under the NUAA to submit accommodation plans for private

(I

compounds. As these compounds were located in white Johannesburg they did not effect full scale

segregation, but they did meet the local authority concerns for sanitary housing and for social

control. A white supervis ,.'f lived on the premises and minimum standards based on intematiorial

criteria were insisted upon." 7 As gradually zoning became more common in the 19305, areas

became more uniformly industrial, except for residential presence of African workers in private

(; compounds.

193



Figure 8.3: Residential location of African workers of the Premier Milling Company, 1926.7'

Number of damestic
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The inability of the local authority to successfully implement the NUAA was almost

immediately apparent. Unable to secure the required public housing for relocated African slum

residents, the practice of giving a temporary three month exemption to employers of more than 25

Africans was introduced as a method of saving face and rationing money. Employers who could

be persuaded to build their own compounds were given a period of grace and the Council avoided

assuming final housing responsibility for a large section of the industrial workforce. 7 S Of the

37'000 Africans for whom Johannesburg had to find accommodation in 1928, 15 000 were

employed by firms with more than 25 workers. 8 0 In the spirit of reducing the total housing

requirement under the NUM, the MOH issued a strongly worded directive that the broadest
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interpretation be given to clauses in the Act 011 the exemption of domestic servants. 8 l For once

the Chief Native Commissioner of the Witwatersrand and the City MOH concurred. In words

which could just as readily have emanated from Porter, Cooke declared:

The obligations placed on the Johannesburg Municipality under the Act to provide accommodation

for natives now living in unauthorised quarters are so strenuous that any relief which can be secured

by legitimately throwing part of this burden on employers should, in my opinion, unhesitatingly, be

adopted. II 2

In their rush to reduce the total cost of public housing, municipal officials connived to minimise

the number of Africans to be placed in family housing. Their financial reasoning was sound, if

immoral: it cost only £.30 to place a man in a compound, but £.187 to house a family. 8
3 The

MOH concluded swiftly that tile Council should aim "at reducing its liability in respect of family

housing."8I. To the chagrin of African people, the Council achieved this by recognising only

Christian and not customary marriages in the granting of family accommodation. 8 IS

When it came to African requests for exemptions, the interpretation of the law was less liberal

than when the Council itself sought the privilege. One group of Africans was granted permission

to remain in proclaimed housing until accommodation was available in the Eastern Native

Township: this suited them better that the Western Township which was further from their place

of work. 8 6 A more typical experience was that of the Sophiatown community. The Sophiatown

find Martindale non-European Ratepayers' Association requested unsuccessfully that the virtually

exclusively black suburbs be granted exemption under the NUAA so that tenants could live there

without fear of being forced into state locations. 8 7

o

c'

Even with different types of exemptions the Johannesburg City Council was still losing ground

in its battle to segregate Johannesburg. Things were difficult enough for the local authority with

Africans successfuily evading the law. Once the organised campaign of the slumlords began to draw

supped from the courts, it became clear that the Council would also lose the war. A campaign to

amend the NUAA was then initiated. Mustering the joint forces of the Parks and Estates
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Committee, the Public Health Committee, and the new Johannesburg Native Affairs Department,

a Johannesburg Council delegation joined a similar grouping from Cape Town, and set off to

interview Hertzog who was then Minister of Native Affairs.' 8 History relates that the delegation

and the subsequent lobby established among local authority officialswere successful in their bid to

amend the 1923 Act. 89 Yet the attention devoted to the NUAA amendments which created

increasingly restrictive clauses on influx. control, especially for women, has eclipsed the fact that

local authorities gained a subsidiary concession. What the. sought, and won, was the right to

licence premises for occupation by a specified number of Africans in areas thai. had been proclaimed

under the NUlA as white suburbs. 9 0 Africans removed from private rental accommodation were

thus forced to become municipal tenants or tenants of their employers.

The Johannesburg Council was not providing public housing in satisfactory quantity or quality,

and so it made extensive use of the licer, :mg provisions as a means of proceeding with its

segregationist objectives.9 1 Under the licensing system rt Wasable to extend Its control not only

over which Africans were allowed to remain within the city, but over which employer landlords

could continue to exist. The City Council was moreover in a position to institute minimum

building standards for Africans outside the locations at other peoples' expense. This meant that the

principle of supplying accommodation of a high enough standard to sustam a stable workforce

could be achieved by licensing employers, rather than removing slums and constructing public

housing. The report of the infant municipal Native Affairs Department, which took over the

administration of the NUAA from the Health Department, was clear on the benefit of improved

urban housing for Africans:

Some people still cannot understand that servants Whoare requested tr- live in squalid, uncomfortable

premises. more often than not vermin infested. and to sleep on earth or concrete floors or a sheet of

corrugated iron, without facilities for keeping themselves clean. cannot be fit to give the maximum

output of work. The old idea that any place was fit for a native to live in, is fortunately rapidly

changing and these Regulations (NUAA licences) are helping in tliis respect. S 2

Nowhere was the advantage of the licensing system to the Johannesburg Council more obvious

than in the difficult removal of Denver South, otherwise known as Prospect township.
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The Nourse Mine, troubled by the proximity of slum-based brewing, prostitution, and crime,

had long campaigned for the removal of Africans from Denver South. 9 3 Like the municipality, the

mine's desire for sanitised control of the residential environment was thwarted by the hold on

proclamations under the NUAA following the 1927 ruling against the state. The district had

half-a-dozen respectable family homes, but was predominantly comprised of white miner's cottages

that had since been turned over to rooms or yards. In addition there were two official compounds

in the area and several buildings that were constructed specifically as compounds for African

workers (Fig. 8.4).

Figure 8.4: Denver South (Prospect) slurr ~1¢Ids.II 4

o
From the outset, Ballenden intended to use licensing provisions to upgrade the Denver slum.

At the time of the proclamation of Denver, there were only 350 location houses and 650 compound

beds available for rehousing. An acknowledged under-count in the N'1JAA census estimated the

affected Africans at 1 681. The Municipality had a contingency plan for dealing with the predicted

under-count of Denver slum dwellers. It was decided that should any of the more acceptable
()

landlords not wish to apply for a f.l licence to house Africans, their workers would not be forced

into locations. Instead, Africans would be permitted to move within. the proclaimed area to other
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licensed properties." 5 Denver and surrounding areas were duly proclaimed and the inhabitants

removed (Fig. 8.5).

Figure 1~.5;Removals under the NUAA at Denver South (Prospect). 9
Ii

(;

Once the proclamation notice had expired, Denver South landlords ceased to evict their tenants

or to apply for licences, apparently in the hope that they could arrange to have the entire

proclamation overturned. Faced with no real change in the position they had long abhorred, th~

Nourse Mine management reiterated its complaint against "the notorious and objectionable state

of affairs in Denver township" which it said undermined the "efficiency and discipline" of the

company's African labour force. For once the City Council believed itself to b~On firm legal

ground and, prompted by the Mine's complaint, instituted proceedings against landlord

contravention of the NUAA proclamation of Denver South. Although the Johannesburg Council

had every intention of maintaining an African presence in the area, it nevertheless sought ejection

of all the tenants who were dCI;(,16b.:dby a City Council employee as vagrants, liquor dealers and

prostitutes. Mindful of the segregationist intention of the NUAA, the City officials decided,

however, that Denver touth could never again become a white residential area. The Council

justified African occupation in an area adjacent to the populous white suburbs of Malvern and

Belgravia because Denver South constituted "a well defined quarter separated from them by the

198



Railway line, a row of factories and the Main Reef Road". After much negotiation behind the

scenes between the Council and the landlords, selected premises in Denver were once-again licensed

for occupation by "respectable tenants.t" 1

In Denver South, licensing arguably improved conditions in the industrial compounds. In the

case of Sophiatown, however, where families rented rooms, licensing meant something quite

different. Proclamation of the area under the NUAA was made possible only because the City

Council had the option of licensing rather than rehousing the 30 000 people. 9
8 Proclamation

confirmed the long-held fear that segregationist clearances would eventually be extended to the last

refuge of private African rental. By 1934 the entire municipal district, including the Western Areas,

but omitting Alexandra, was brought under the NUAA. Segregation was far from being realised,

but significant strides had been made in controlling the situation and tenure of urban African

accommodation. It would be left to the Slums Act passed in the same year. 1934, to clear the

inner-city of slums, and to clear the slums of Africans. The final chapter in the segregation of

inter-war Johannesburg was about to commence.
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should not have been issued
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CHAPTER NINE

SLUM CLEARANCES IN JOHANNESBURG

By 1934, the year of the Slums Act, the African presence in the slums of 'white Johannesburg'

had diminished, but had not been eradicated.j After a decade of enforcing the Natives (Urban

Areas) Act, the number of Africans soared in non-proclaimed parts of the city .1,. id in areas where

licences were liberally issued.o2 PeoT,!t;;consistently preferred renting congested private rooms to

living under municipal control at Western and Eastern Townships and even the new Orlando

location, where hundreds of houses stood vacant until as late as 1939.3 In addition to pockets of

industrial land condoned for African occupation under local authority licence, there were other

concentrations of private rental. Despite the climate of racial segregation, black people continued

to congregate in the traditional slum areas in the inner-city.

(!

It would be false to assume that the NUAA had successfullyforced all Africans into locations

or licensed accommodation. In addition to their entrenched position as slum tenants, a growing

number of Africans resided as domestic servants on white suburban properties. Municipal

complaints of families livingin servants' quarters suggests that, while the number of Africans renting

accommodation in the 'white city' may have declined in the late 1920s, the absolute numbers of

black people m the proclaimed urban area remained high. TIle presence of illegal Africans in

proclaimed Johannesburg persisted, but it was other blacks, and whites, who assumed a more

prominent profile in the slums in the 1930s (Fig. 9.1). The changing racial profile of slum

occupants meant that the slum problem and the urban African 'problem' could no longer be

equated. Because it was aimed exclusively at Africans, the NUAA was 110 longer accepted as an

adequate tool for managing the residential arrangements of the urban poor. Alternative enabling

legislation for segregatingurban areas was sought in the Slums Act of 1934. Although the initial

motivation for the Slums Act came from Cape Town, the Johannesburg City Council lost no time

enforcing the law in their own jurisdiction where large concentrations of slum properties existed.

206



Figure 9.1:'~'tacial distribution of declared slum premises, 1934."
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From the 1930s the complexion of the slum population changed for reasons other than the

removal of Africans under the Natives (Urban Areas) Act. The growth of a poor white problem

increased the number of voters living in abject slum conditions so much that the Johannesburg City

Council and the central state sought new methods of addressing the real problem of the housing

shortage and the perceived problem of racial mixing. By altering the way slums were depicted in

public forums, the focus of urban planning expanded beyond building African locations to

facilitating urban welfare programmes that excluded Indians and made only the most basic

provision for coloureds The launch of the Slums Act and the introduction of additional housing

assistance for whites were measures designed specifically to ensure the social and geographical

isolation of whites from the black slum population.P Segregationist action under the Slums Act

confirms the importance of examining the division of the city from a multi-racial perspective.

Africans were affected by the Slums Act but they were not the target of this wave of planning.

The new meaning ascribed to slums only tangentially reflected the changing reality of the

composition of the inner-city's poorest districts. De-emphasising the threat of the 'native menace'
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was matched by ncar hysteria over 'the poor white problem', but simultaneously underrated the

housing problems experienced by other minority groups. Scientific legitimacy for the panic over

the conditions of whites was supplied by the Carnegie Corporation's research which placed white

workers' shelter, employment and schooling under the spotlight.' The corollary of all this attention

paid to the plight of Europeans was virtual neglect of the needs of the coloured and Indian urban

working class communities.

Although inner-city slums attracted many poorer coloureds who could not afford to purchase

in outlying suburbs such as Albertsville or Newlands, slum housing was also populated by better-off

coloured and Indian people. Aside from the advantage of its proximity, the inner-city was one of

the few places available for legitimate black settlement. In Johannesburg the residential rights of

the Indian and coloured population were constrained by the 1885 Gold Law which precluded the

settlement of "people of colour" on mining land. A few of the downtown residential districts (e.g,

the Malay Location) were exempt from the restrictions. In other slum areas of the city (e.g.

Prospect) the laissez faire approach of Johannesburg Councillors to restrictions such as the Gold

Law encouraged the colonisation by blacks where affordable slum accommodation was available.

Even relatively affluent blacks sought out housing in districts where harassment by whites was less

likely.

()

'The manner in which the slum clearance programme of the 1930s was implemented further

restricted the limited housing options of coloureds and Indians. Unlike white or African slum

communities, coloureds were not offered municipal shelter until the end of the decade. Public

housing for Indians was not instituted in Johannesburg until after World War Two. 7 As a result,

an increasing population was forced to scrounge shelter from an ever diminishing housing stock.

The position of the coloured and Indian communities was either not considered, or was disregarded,

by the Johannesburg Council in their formulation of a strategy for slum removals. The majority

of the victims of the City Council's slum clearance projects were black, while the policy and practice

of clearance appears to have favoured white interest groups. The most notable beneficiaries of

anti-slum action were poor whites and white industrial and commercial interests who expanded

onto ground cleared of slums.
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The slum policy of the Johrutnesburg City Council

The 1934 drive to rid the city of its slum areas was fuelled by diverse factors. An. improved fiscal

climate was central to the city's commitment to the abolition of 'urban blight'. The more

favourable national economic situation spawned new industries and the expansion of existing

business. This trend was most notable on the Rand where the mining and metal sectors expanded

rapidly during the 19308. I As a consequence of the economic boom, additional laud close to

established amenities was in demand. Unfortunately, in Johannesburg this land housed thousands

of the city's poor, who rented accommodation in boarding houses, backyard rooms and private

compounds. The land crisis in J ohannesburg was made worse by the proximity of unused mining

ground to the central city. This land was held by mining houses which refused to release the area

for residential purposes 9 despite the fact that its value as a commercial proposition was restricted

by the imposition of a three-floor building limit due to fear of instability from underground mining

activity. To accommodate industrial expansion, homes in Ferreiras, Marshalls, Doomfontein and

other suburbs that abutted the central business area were targeted for removals.

In addition to economic pressures, political considerations influenced slum removals. Failure

of the NUAA to solve the city's slum problem heightened concern over miscegenation, particularly

as the depression wag associated with a tremendous increase in the number of poor whites in urban

areas. 1 0 Also of concern to the city fathers was the lack of official control over coloured and Indian

residents. Slum legislation provided a new, and in some instances the sole method of restricting the

residential location of these sections of the black community. 1 1

o

The municipal council of Johannesburg was favourably disposed to embarking on a major

project of slum elimination in areas where there was a high concentration of coloured residence,

and in areas where the licensing system initiated under the NUAA amendment of 1930 had broken

down and yard culture had re-emergcd.! 2 The Slums Act significantly extended municipal power

by granting the right of expropriation of whole suburbs. Expropriation of both land and buildings

was also allowed, facilitating non-residential redevelopment. Armed with new legislative power and

fiscal, resources three methods of slum removal were open to the City Council's slum committee.

o
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In the first instance they could act indirectly and rezone, thus enforcing a change in land use from

residential to industr'al. A second approach involved direct action to evict and rehouse the

displaced people. The third option was to act directly and expropriate property, evicting residents

before finding an alternative non-residential use for the land.

The most cost-effective of these options was the indirect strategy of rezoning land to exclude

residential use. This course wac adopted in New Doomfontein, The success, and relative inexpense,

of the strategy ensured its repetition in a number of suburb, close to the Central Business District.

Most notable was Ferreiras, where the Government's purchase of a tract of land for the new

Magistrate's Court drew the remark from the MOH that there would. be no need to evict "indigent

coloureds". Rather, "it would merely be a matter of time before the slums were gradually eliminated

and different people ... agents and i.:wtit;itors... were attracted to the area."! 3

The second and more expeUIl:.veoption, but one consistent with the spirit of the anti-slum
,

movement was to expropriate and rehouse the residents either in situ, or at some other location.

The Slums Act was evoked thus in Bertrame where slum clearance accompanied and facilitated race

segregation. Similar steps were taken years later at Vrededorp where alternative accommodation

was offered to white slum dwellers at the South Hills housing scheme. 1 AI

A third option for slum elimination was simply to expropriate the area and pay compensation

to the owners whose buildings were demolished and whose tenants were evicted. This is what

happened at Prospect Township (also known as Denver South). The three slums, New

Doomfontein, Bertrams and Prospect were the first to be tackled by the Johannesburg Council after

1934. The experience gleaned was instructive in directing later anti-slum action. The three suburbs

illustrate the divergent approaches employed to clear slum conditions and uphold the principle of

race division in the city.

(:

The segregationist impact of Slums Act prosecutions is clearly evident from the racial geography

of clearances. Despite the fact that Slums Act proclamations involved a predominantly white

population (Fig. 9.1), the geographical area of action corresponds with the predominantly black
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suburbs. As a result of the mid-1930s clearances, formal black occupation of the inner-city shrank,

leaving 1\ smaller and more focused Indian sector to the east of the city centre (Fig. 9.2). In other

words, it appears that whites were the majoriocus of anti-slum action, even When thC1Cwere more

blacks living in insanitary properties (compare Fig. 8.2 and Fig. 9.1). B1",~koccupants were

nevertheless affected by the Act, either directly because their housing or suburbs were declared

slums,\,~r because they "voluntarily' left districts of clearance.

Reronirg and industrial expansion in New Doorrfontein

The land use of New Doornfontein had long been more mixed than residential. Light industry

and wholesalers congregated in this area that lay between the mines and city, 'Ihe residential

popuiation of the suburb was as dense as other city slums because of the industrial premises which

incorporated many licensed compounds for workers from the area (Fig. 9.3). Many of these

residents were therefore legally housed, though the actual number who 1'011n1. shelter far exceeded

the number of liecnces issued under the ~ HAA. 111 one case the municipal authorities claimed that

53 'boys' could be housed legitimately; but the employe!' ,l;gued that permission had been given for

55 permits. The number actually living on the stand was 108, suggesting that many male migrants

ha.1 brought their families to town. < 5 Overcrowding ill New Dcornfontein was exacerbated by the

practice of sub-letting. In one instance a landlord claimed to have rented to 35 people, but 145

families were found on his property. 1 II New Doornfontein did not lack people; rather, what

distinguished the area was that the residential population had grown as industry grew, and the two

existed cheek by jowl. Careless monitoring of the licensing system created a suburb in which 14:,
--\

of the 271 properties were slums tb\at required demolition. 1 7
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Figure 9.2: Registered racial occupation of stands before and after Slums lv·'; nroclamations.! •
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Figure 9.3: Mixed industrial and residential land use in Doornfontein, 1930.1 t

Delavs in proclaiming the NUAA in New Doornfontein 2. a and the subsequent issuing of

licences to house African workers meant that initial anti-slum action in 1934 affected more Africans

than people of any other racial categorisation. Of the first people to be moved from Doomfonteln,

90 per cent were Africa» 2. 1 From the 59 properties initially declared slums in New Doomfontein,

468 of those families requiring rehousing were African, 106 were coloured, 27 were Indian, and only

9 were white. Transformation of the racial character of the suburb in the following months must

be attributed both to the Slums Act and the enforcement of the NUAA The city MOll announced

that in the two years following the application of the Slums Act the conditions in New

Doornfontein were "at least 50 per cent better", Credit for this was attributed to the imposition of

residential restr' :011 and the successful encouragement of new industrial development.F" The

anti-slum action marked the more vigorous enforcement of licensing restrictions, made possible by

the economic boom and extensive construction of housing for Africans at Orlando township. 2 3

(! The decline in the African population of New Doomfontein was viewed with great concern by

the community of slumlords. Some had purchased properties with commercial development in
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mind, but found slum racketeering so profitable that they had persisted in that line of business.

All over Johannesburg the trend in slum areas was for coloured and Indians to move quickly into

premises vacated by victims of the Natives (Urban Areas) legislation. 'This salvaged slum

investments and guaranteed a profitable, if less dramatic, rate of return for owner.s.2.,. In New

Doornfontein racial transposition of tenants was interrupted by the Council's decision to condemn
,\

all the wood-and-iron dwellings. 2 S Once the physical fabric of the slum yards came under attack

on 'technical' rather than. segregationist grounds, landlord opposition folded,

Faced with the prospect of "ruinous loss", owners of larger properties in New Doornfontein

quickly organised to protect their interests. 2 I By arrangement with the Johannesburg City Council

they agreed tty support the conversion of their properties to commercial and industrial usa;e.:t :'

At the same time, bigger landlords persuaded owners of less extensive property to sell to them 011

the grounds thai even the low prices they would offer were likely to exceed the nominal value the

Council would pay on expropriation.f " Both owners of large premises and the City Council

benefited enormously by this arrangement. Landed capitalists were ensured not only the extension

of their property holdings, but also the use of their land for commercial purposes. The new lane!

USt~offered them a lower return than they had received on illegal slums prior to the NUM, Of on

licence letting after the NUAA, but it presented a considerably more lucrative proposition than

being paid out municipal valuation on expropriated land.

The Council's support for the clearance plan which precluded the establishment of alternative

housing in the area was supposedly motivated by the official recognition of the importance of

rehousing occurring simultaneously with slum clearance". 2 II For the Johannesburg Council,

however, lucrative rates and taxes on rezoned commercial land also promised to swell city coffers.

~1oreover, voluntary rezoning precluded Council payment of compensation for expropriation. 3 0

A more accurate reading of the local authorities' attitude teoslum rehousing is gained from the one
(I

scheme where public housing was provided for sium residents.
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Slum clearance for public housing at Bertrams

The transformation of the residential suburb of Bertrams from a slum which harboured much

of the city's coloured and Indian population to a model public housing scheme for poor whites took

only five years (Fig. 9.4). The Johannesburg City Council's application of slum clearance

legislation to this area which is situated only one mile east of the city centre, was a thinly disguised

effort to impose residential segregation. While embracing the provisions of the Slums Act that

called for rehousing slum occupants, -he Council carefully selected whites only for their rehousing

programme. The remainder of the suburb's predominantly coloured population was forcibly

removed and subjected to treatment so atrocious as to mock claims of humanitarian motivation for

slum clearances.

Figure 9.4: Bertrams before and after dum clearance.3 1

',j

o
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Insanitary conditions first developed in Bertrams as a consequence of the post-World War One

municipal practice of granting residential exemption certificates to Africans.3.2 a practice that was

reassumed in a different guise after the NUAA amendment of 1930.3 3 While the presence of

Africans in Bertrams originated with these exemption practices, there is little doubt that, like all the

other inner-city slum areas, the actual population included more than legal residents. 3 "

The slow implementation of the NUAA in Johannesburg left a large number of Africans in

Bertrarns un.iisturbed until well into the 1930s.3' The suburb itself was only proclaimed in

1929,"" Once the Act had been enforced the African population moved to the new Orlando

scheme or took to the burgeoning unproclaimedrsuburbs of the Western Areas and Alexandra

township, Slum rooms in the suburb were quickly reoccupied by coloureds 3 1 It was as a

predominantly coloured slum that Bertrams came under the spotlight of the 1934 legislation when

35 properties it. the suburb were declared slums. Some indication of the racial composition of the

area is provided by the number of families that the Council estimated would be involved in these

first slum declarations in the city. Of the 149families, 96 (64per cent) were coloured, 33 were white,

10were Indian, and 10were African.3 •

Despite the insecurity of living ill Bertrams under the NUAA an' the Slums Act, the black

population of the area continued to swell.When the New Doomfontein yards were cleared in 1935

the coloured population in Bertrams increased dramatically.3 II In 19.\, the Council estimated that

the coloured population requiring rehousing from slumswas 79 families, whereas 163families were

involved by 1936.4 0 Official figures almost certainly understated the extent of the coloured

presence in Bertrams, The Bertrams COlouredand Indian Residents' Association claimed that the

removal involved 500 residents." 1

(I

The Maurice Freeman council housing scheme which was constructed on the Bcrtrams site to

provide for evicted white slum dwellers, testifies to the authority's flagrant disregard for the shelter

needs of blacks trapped in slum conditions. The dimensions of the accommodation shortage

confronting particularly coloureds and Indians at the time of the slum clearances, is highlighted by

the plight of the black population of Bertrams once slum clearance was implemented (Fig. 9.5).
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Figure 9.5: Bertrams removals, 1938.4 2

THE LAST OF THE BERTRAMS SLUMS

I'lf"'Hf(' ~!H'!" !,.,~ I.~" 1"'10'" III tla" R..,h~HIH ,i~Hn" j/l .1"/htnn~l'ol·url,;, t~ IHl h H .rlnn u\( ta'.\!
14 d(J\.~ Hfll b. j'H,lhi .I .. un 1'",,, I (lnHlfi', I'wrnl>-f'1rtlll,'Ilhuu~ ;'';1 11('prllt', >It'll" 1Hf'fi Itt

. ~hI' 'lI'IJ ~f

217



lit

In 1934, all except two Bertrams properties were declared slums. Twenty acres of land were

expropriated under the provisions of the Slums Act and then purchased by the Council at a cost

of £.127 000. Before construction of the white housing scheme could begin, however, the existing

population had to be removed. Eviction notices were served on the coloured and Indian residents

in September 1936,It 3 but in the absence of' alternative accommodation the Council was forced to

postpone the removal. A City official and the community agreed that until accommodation could

be found at Prospe-t, tenancy at Bertrams would be extended on a weekly basis.

Agreement over the stay on removing black residents from Bertrams was brief. In apparent

recognition of the uncertainty ofweekly reprieves during January 1937,the Council granted a three

month waiver on coloured and Indian residence in Bertrams." It The Residents' Association

rejected this temporary respite and responded defiantly: coloured and Indian tenants would remain

in their existing homes until the Council could provide alternative housing within three or four

miles of the city, regardlessof the time this might take, It II Within days the Johannesburg authorities

acted to crush all opposition to their removal project. Invoking the Slums Act that gave unlimited

power to the authorities (Section 29, sub-section 2), the Council pointed out that the lack of

alternative accommodation was not sufficient grounds for failing to comply with slum removal.

They argued furthermore:

It cannot be denied that the residents of this area have known of the Council's intention for nearly

two years and in many cases, or so it would appear. have made no effort to obtain accommodation

elsewhere. It ,

(,

Efforts to enforce the clearance of land required for the Council's own housing scheme involved

a plan whereby coloured and Indian tenants from Bertrams were provided with temporary

accommodation in the area. From January 1937, coloured families of houses that were to be

demolished were offered single rooms in parts of the suburb not immediately required for building

purposes. The temporary nature of this accommodation was stressed, and a deadline of the end of

April 1939 was imposed on continued occupancy. Although some SO families were housed by the

Council in this way," 7 it is clear from the confidential correspondence of the Medical Officer of

(I
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Health and the City Engineer that this facility was offered reluctantly. The preferred action of the

cit.yfathers was for the slum dwellers to relocate voluntarily to other illegal slum areas. According

to these senior city officials, the coloured population of Bertrams was pursuing a "deliberately

obstructionist" policy towards the clearance project.4' The advice of the officials to the threatened

population was to find shelter in Perreiras, Doornfontein and other yards, despite the fact that the

Council were even then proposing similar shun removals in those areas. " !

The Johannesburg Council Were wrong in supposing that the provision of temporary

accommodation and the advice of available alternative slum accommodation would persuade the

remnants of the coloured people in Bertrams to leave. In at least one instance the residents of

Kowalsky's yard organised to resist removal in spite of conditions that were held to be even worse

than in the notorious Prospect Township. It appears that the 10 families who were tenants of

Kowalasky's yard, and another 54 families from the rest of the suburb, refused the Council's offer

of temporary rooms in Bertrams. The Council, it seems, turned a blind eye to the structures where

these people were living until after the end of April, although it pushed ahead with the demolition

of the stables, stores and workshops on the premises. In the end, the eviction and demolition of the

shacks at Kowalsky'Syard was implemented by Mr Kowalsky himself. By May the ground was free

for Council construction. In other parts of the suburb the Council itself enf .rced its May deadline

and demolished remaining buildings regardless of whether or not tenants had left the premises.

Evictions continued despite residents' protest to the Union's Secretary of Public Health. 4s the

nights grew colder with winter approaching, the City Council established a tent camp for the

coloured residents of Bertrams on vacant land abutting Prospect.

Slum expropriation in Prospect Township

Prospect Township was first dealt with as a slum in 1926when the majority of ihe premises

were pronounced public nuisances under the municipal local government ordinance. l'i Q It reverted

to a slum partly because the City Council refused to invest any money in infrastructure. This neglect

resulted in dirt roads, no sanitary services and inadequate drainage for a population of mere than

7 000.5 1 Influx. to the area following the NUAA. proclamations elsewhere in the city also
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precipitated infrastructural decline and chronic overcrowding. II1 The ambiguous status of the

township as a black residential area further contributed to the persistence of the slum, as owners

were reluctant to invest in improvements.

Prospect was one of the few areas to escape immediate proclamation under the NUAA, and the

City Council initially wished to develop it as a quasi-municipal township for Africans, Ii 3 It was

quickly acknowledged that this would not be possible. Prospect was situated 011 land proclaimed

for mining purposes and fell under the jurisdiction of the Gold Law. Occupation by coloureds,

Indians, as well as Africans other than domestic servants, was therefore prohibited. 5 4 Despite full

knowledge of the restriction, the Johannesburg authorities continued to utilise Prospect to shelter

black refugees from the city for a number of years. Even after the township was proclaimed under

the NUAA, a system of licences exempted Prospect stand holders from the Gold Law provisions

on payment of a fee of Is per room let to Africans, "J A further licence fee of £.1 was paid for

exemption under the NUAA. II G

Throughout the 19308, licensed premises at Prospect served as a dumping ground for blacks

who were removed from white residential areas under either the NUAA or the Slums Act. The

Council's determination to minimise costs and ensure segregation in working-class districts signalled

the demise of infamous Prospect. In contrast with New Doomfontein and Bertrams, the manner

in which Prospect was demolished had no echo in later removals in the city.

Prospect Township offered little by way of an industrial or commercial incentive, despite

proximity to both town and the railway line. Poor drainage (because of clay soil) and the fact that

not even minimal services bad been established, undermined the potential of the area. The only

interest in Prospect emanated from slumlords who received upwards of 35 per cent on their cheap

wood-and-iron shack investments. II 7 These owners were keen to continue the rental relationship

that guaranteed profits equal to and, in SOUle instances, better than those accruing to slumlords of

even New York's worst buildings, where 35 per cent returns were also recorded. II. In an effort to

maintain Prospect as their milch-cow. the slumlords agreed to abide by changes the MOIl required
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of them. 5 9 They went even further to propose a scheme of co-operation between owners and the

Council GO

The Council had no intention of allowing Prospect to persist indefinitely, Proclamation of the

township under the NUAA in 1933, and the introduction of a monthly licensing system, fuelled

rumours that the area was about to be expropriated. Ii 1 Even before this date the status of the land

was unclear. Numerous requests from landowners asked the Council to make plain its

intentions. G 2 Events which suggest the Council had always seen the possibility of expropriation

included the refusal in early 1935 to licence the premises of a new block of flats built specifically for

Africans, and the rejection of all new licence applications f~'r exemption from the NUAA. Ii 3

Midway through 1935, 20 stand owners were brought before the Slum Court. Ii 4 Prospect was

only the third area to be dealt with by tl,e Johannesburg City Council under the Slums Act. Ii !S

As in the other slum declarations in the city, owners of slum properties challenged the decision of

the Council. e II The appeal by the Prospect slumlords was strengthesed by the fact that not all

members of the Slum Board felt it wise to expropriate Prospect. The Mail{lger of the Native Affairs

Department was most prominent in his denunciations. Ii 7 Property ownet.~ felt their case should

be upheld as, until the time of the hearing (and in fact after the decision to expropriate was taken),

the Council itself continued to utilise the slum quarters at Prospect as a dumping ground for

housing victims of the NUAA. II • These factors notwithstanding, the suburb was declared a slum

and the legality of demolition and expropriation was upheld. c; !l

There were three reasons for pressing ahead with the expropriation of Prospect properties. First,

offlcials justified the action because of the importance of removing an area that over the years had

undeniably been a. menace to the Public Health and Police departments. 7 a Second, by 1938 when

Prospect was cleared, a large proportion of completed houses at Orlando were available for

occupation; 7 1 the role which Prospect had served as a half-way house in the segregation process

was no longer required. Finally, an alternative function for the land was found. In 1937 Prospect

was sold to the South African Railways for use as a goods yard. T.z In a he! rY.f coir.cidence for the
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municipal powers, the Prospect site was close to South Hills, the area allocated for the largest white

public housing development in Johannesburg. The proximity of Prospect (which became the new

Kazerne goods yard where many of the poorest whites worked) to the proposed public housing

development also provided the justification for the subsequent Council clearance of the all-white

slum ofVrededorp. 73

Conclusi<m

The slum removals in New Doornfontein, Bertrams "nd Prospect established the modus

operandi of segregationist removals that remained unchallenged until apartheid. Details changed,

but basic approaches adopted in the first anti-slum projects embarked upon by the Johannesburg

City Council under the Slums Act set the pattern for later removals. Although the Slums Act was

never again directly used in a clearance scheme (such as Bertrams), the apartheid removals of

Sophiatown in the 1950s, Albertsville in the 1960s, and Vrededorp in the 19705 carried the impress

of the Bertrams experience.

The slum clearance projects of the Johannesburg City Council had three objectives: to ensure

industrial expansion, to guarantee the removal of any menace to public health, and to enforce

residential segregation. The impact of the anti-slum action was uneven. Industrial expansion meant

that marty slums gave way to the factories and office buildings of the contemporary skyline of

Johannesburg. Slum clearances were less effective in. improving public health or entrenching racial

segregation. Unsanitary conditions were not abolished in Johannesburg. The slum problem grew,

both within the city and in the black townships. Conditions in some sections even deteriorated as

the refugees of slum clearances crowded together, In addition a rapidly rising population placed

further pressure on the stressed working-class housing facilities.

)

(,

Racial residential reconstruction of the South African city occurred as a consequence of

specifically racist Iegislation such as the NUAA, but was extended under the guise of reformist

measures like the Slums Act, Especially in the 1930s, slum legislation, which never overtly

embraced race restriction, was a critical instrument of urban partition.
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The relocaticz of the slum population of Johannesburg demonstrates that the process by which

the state sought to clear slums was not monolithic. h ......powered by new provisions of the 1934

Slums Act, the local authority implemented its anti-slum campaign in diverse ways. In all

approaches, however, the objectives of the Johannesburg authorities remained to enforce residential

segregation, clear land for business and industrial developments, and solve the 'public health

problem'.
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PART IV

CONCI.USION

In the early twentieth century, the intellectual climate of eugenics and of professional planning

encouraged the emergence of racially divided cities, especially in colonial contexts. In South Africa

racial segregation became legally entrenched because of the society's particular configuration of race

and class relations. Intra-urban segregation was achieved by the destruction of racially-integrated

slums and the construction of separate public housing facilities for blacks and whites. The legislative

framework for urban residential segregation was not conceived or implemented over-night, Distinct

phases of racial urban planning can be detected within the broadly defined segregationist years

between Union in 1910 and the start of World War Two. Similarly, the state responded differently

to the uneven conditions of slums. The major temporal and geographies! patterns of 1l1,'.m

development and clearance in Johannesburg provide a platform for critical reflection. on the causes

of racial segregation, and for identifying the forces or interest groups who motivated for intra-urbsu

segregation.

I)eriodising segregationist urban policy

c'

Industrial development ttl South Africa brought with it slums. Urban poverty was particularly

acute on the Rand where the environment built around mining provided an inhospitable residential

infrastructure for the growing industrial and manufacturing workforce. The scale of urban

settlement on the Witwatersrand underscored the evolution of national policy to deal with urban

problems. The first coherent national planning strategies addressed the conditions of poor whites

who dominated the cities. In contrast to the formalisation of planning standards for colonialists in

the 1910s, African urban housing policy was rudimentary and ad hoc, with the state disregarding

the scale and permanence of African urbanisation. The second phase of urban policy, which

corresponds roughly with the third decade of the twentieth century, tackled the question of

permanent settlement of Africans in towns. In the 1930s a third policy initiative saw the dual

structure of city management consolidated with the racial revision of urban legislation and practice.
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In the first decade after the political unification of South Africa there war: a conscious effort by

English-speaking professionals involved in city government to emulate British planning

developments aimed at regulating urbanisation and preventing and clearing slums. Local authorities

gradually acquired powers to prevent overcrowding on site, partially as the result of the efforts of

the Johannesburg Medical Officer of Health. At city level, specifications were promulgated for the

hygienic maintenance of the boarding houses patronised by poor whites. More systematic

regulation of public health followed extensive consultation with municipal representatives and

culminated in the Public Health Act of 1919. Anti-slum action rather than policy was initiated by

religious and philanthropic organisations concerned to protect the moral status of young white

female migrants. Working within the supportive infrastructure created by the state, private

subsidised hostels for white women were the first visible form of welfare assistance to the urban

poor. Central government paid lip-service to other white welfare demands by establishing funding

guidelines, but only very limited hard cash was forthcoming for family housing.

The structure of early public health and housing legislation ignored urban Africans. Instead,

Africans in cities were treated as migrants, unless they were part of the tiny educated and affiuent

elite; in that case honorary white status was conferred, and they claimed normal rights of land

ownership and the vote. The omission of Africans from the 19191aw defining the parameters of

urban health reflected the colonial assumption that cities were, with only minor exceptions, white

territory, Ironically, by only planning for whites and ignoring the mushrooming black population

settling in towns, conditions for the proliferation of slums were confirmed, Insofar as the state

acknowledged the need for African shelter in the 1910s, minimal accommodation in compounds

and segregated townships located at the urban periphery was provided for those Africans who could

prove their employment. 11'1practice the requirements of capital for a reliable, inexpensive

labour-force prompted the granting of exemptions for Africans to live ill town 011their employer's

properties, or in accommodation hired by employers. Irregular local authority supervision, rapid

urbanisation, a housing shortage and African preference for inner-city shelter contributed to the

disregard of the permit system and the dramatic rise of private rental among the black urban poor

~I \ he 1910s and into the 1920s. The demographic profile of cities, including Johannesburg,

continued to be predominantly white, but slums could 110 longer he depicted as a white problem.
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After World War One and the influenza epidemic of 1918,official focus shifted from the 'white'

to the 'black' slum. The resolution of the urban 'native' problem was uppermost on both local and

central state agendas. The formulation of African urban policy was partly an official response to

thc wider definition of African citizenship in South Africa, Having instituted segregated Reserves

under the 1913 Land Act, complementary urban legislation was sought by local and national

government. Yet t11e1,\. ere additional, specificallyurban events that influenced the evolution of

African urban policy in the 2,,':,. ~';Jrf!mostamong the factors dictating the format of the 1923

Natives (Urban Areas) Act was ,~.t:. >')c;'.1, political at!'

white business prosperity by the growth of raci>' lill ,,,.1 slums,

eat posed to state security and

In Johannesburg there was little substantive physical difference between the yards where the

municipality gave permission for Africans to live, and the cheap accommodation for private hire to

people of any race. Away from the gaze of respectable society it was possible for the economically

marginalised to brew and sell Kaffir beer, t nawk sex, to mobilise nascent political opposition, and

giverefuge to criminals and illegalmigrants, In the effort to neutralise the volatile climate associated

with overcrowded tin shacks, stressed sanitary facilities. and disease, the powerful reform alliance

led by mining interests contrived successfully to misrepresent racially heterogeneous slums as the

manifestation of the African urban crisis. The South African Mate's African urban policy in the

1920shad two objectives: to improve the livi;;g conditions of urban Africans by building sanitised

segregated locations, and to guarantee that this did not cost too much by limiting the number of

Africans entitled to urban accommodation.

230

The reassertion of social control necessary for economic growth in the I920s was premised on

the regular supply of sufficient, but not excessive,amounts of urban Afdcan labour. The isolation

of Africans as a distinct category was achieved through the manipulation of the racial and social

definition of slums. The presence and position of other black slum residents was ignored in the drive

to regulate African settlement. Ironically, the formalisation of African urban policy through the

passage of the Natives (Urban Areas) Act gave substance to the nascent racial categorisation of

'coloured'. By drawing a legal line between coloureds, Africans and whites, the NUAA cast the

racist dye of unequal access to urban areas.
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Despite the rhetoric of temporary sojoumership for Africans introduced by the NUAA, it was

not possible to exclude all Africans from urban labour, and so further mechanisms of differentiation

were sought. By defining the terms and geographical situation of African residence in town, the

bulk of the population was barred from urban access and relegated to life in the Reserves. The

majority of the urban African workforce was then housed as migrants in compounds, and only a

small proportion was afforded permanent urban status and allocated family housing. The

death-knell of the small, influential African elite was sounded when Afri::::tmfreehold in urban areas

was revoked. The significance of the Natives (Urban Areas) Act lai both in the racial delineation

of African urban rights relative to those of other races, and in the internal stratification of the

African population, The social differentiation of the African population as an explicit objective of

intra-urban segregationpolicy has been hitherto ignored. However, as this study of segregation and

Johannesburg slums shows, by excluding the bulle of the African community from urban areas the

state not only lightened the financial burden of township development and housing provision, but

it also established a way of suppressing the volatile slum culture that undercut the established social

order.

The 19205were crucial years in the mobilisation of local authority interests inurban segregation.

Charged with the implementation of national legislation, white..run municipalities collectively

organised to extend their power over African urbanisation, to reduce the volume of housing th(':)'

were being cakedto constr, ct, to limit the amount spent on African accommodation, and to restrict

the proportion of the 'white' municipal budget allocated to location construction. Much as some

officials may have desired it, abdication from the role of African township developer was not

possible, Whereas employers were happy to house their unskilled staff in. rudimentary quarters on

factory sites, this presented enormous difficulties for the local authority which was ultimately

responsible for overcrowding ''Illd the widespread contravention of standards of public hygiene in

employer compounds.

231

(

'file provision of public housing as an alternative to industrial slums was a crucial reformist

objective of the NUAA, but there was vociferous opposition to white ratepayers funding location

construction. From a municipal perspective, it was essential to restrict the number of Africans

entering urban areas, and reduce the quality and cost of accommodation provided for African



workers. The local state was central to the segregation process not just because municipal

employees applied the law, but because local authorities were a powerful lobby in drafting and

reflning race legislation.

Local authority action dominated the consolidation of segregationist urban policy. The 19305

brought to a head the practice of planning through race zoning. Renewed efforts to impose control

over the urban poor were prompted by the growth of a poor white problem in the cities and the

failure of the NUAA to either effectively segregate or adequately reform African housing conditions.

For the first time poverty was understood to be a problem across the colour oar, but the state

sought to solve the slum problem without fundamentally altering the framework of racial urban

government. White privileges escalated, African urban rights were eroded, and racial residential

segregation was entrenched.

(,

The contradictory ideological bese of African urban policy remained unresolved throughout the

depression period. Conservatives and liberals, despite their differences) concurred on the advantages

to be gained by tightening segregation and influx controls on Africans. Limited urban privileges

were extended to select African families in segregated locations which offered a substantially higher

standard of living a~ lower cost than slums. But constructing locations was not the only, or even

the major official response to African urbanisation. Widespread rejection of the municipal

monopoly on Kaffir beer proposed in the NUAA meant there was insufficient self-generated money

for locations for Africans. Backed by white workers, employers and ratepayers, the local authorities

therefore favoured the provision of cheaper compound housing over family units, Migrancy had

unquestionable financial appeal to the white representatives in local government. The tendency

toward Stallardism was reinforced when, following sustained and successful resistance to the

application of the NUAA, the local authorities had the practice of licensing employers' single

quarters legalised. Having failed to assume control over urban Africans by building public housing,

the state accepted employer supervision over the domestic arrangements of workers in preference

to private rental in yards.

o The state, not without considerable Q()position, managed to impose the principles of racial and

social segregation in mos, portions of the d~ythrough the slum clearance initiative, It was, however,

232

(
.''-',............,._.. -,., _'~N~* •• ,..~tii.M-_' ......".._..,_-'-
~,J' 0 ' o



remarkably unsuccessful in removing slums altogether. The 19205 deception that slums were an

African problem meant that there was never any attempt to rehouse or remove other black people

from the inner-city. Demand for cheap, convenient accommodation from poor whites, Indians,

coloureds and illegal Africans underscored the persistence and even the expansion of slums.

The extension of state control over African urbanisation was symptomatic of greater

intervention in all aspects of city development regardless of race. State protection of' colonial

standards through stringent enforcement of bye-laws and building codes in the white section of

town gave way in the 1930s to the construction and management of subsidised public housing for

the ",hite poor living in stums. Drawing on international approaches to the control of slums,

racially selective removals and rehousing programmes became the mechanism for segregation as

urban planners once again prioritised the housing needs of the white working class.

Slums, race and urban change

I;'

The descriptive literature on pre-segregation residential Johannesburg has emphasised the rich

cultural and political milieu of working-class neighbourhoods. The picture of slumyards as the place

where the self-employed. and the political, artistic and criminal underworlds lived happily around

the courtyards of liquor queens, is less invented than one-dimensional The term 'slum' incorporates

the wide range of accommodation in which the Johannesburg poor. survived. At the top end of the

scale, boarding houses which offered varying degrees of cleanliness were the preserve of whites.

Initially targeted at men, these rough and dangerous quarters were increasingly occupied by white

women working in the factories, Whites also rented rooms in private homes of Johannesburg's

more respectable, but financially stretched working-class suburbs. Them was no racial restriction

on this practice of sub-letting, and blacks (especially coloureds), escaped the worst slum conditions

in this way.

c

The backyard rows of wood-and-iron structures clustered around shared ablution, were the

archetypal slums. These overcrowded concentrations of insanitary housing were run by individual

landlords as private 'yards', semi-official compounds for the registered labourers of Johannesburg

businesses, or make-shift shelters on factory premises. Industrial compounds were made illegal for
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l. short period following the promulgation of the NUAA, but by 1930 the demand for African

housing, and the state's inability to provide public stock, resulted in the reinstatement of licensed

single quarters for African workers. Resilient Johannesburg slumlords, fed by an insatiable demand

for illegal accommodation, resisted the strenuous efforts of philanthropists and local and central

state officials to contain private rental of inadequate accommodation,

It is clear that there was significant variation in the form of ~lum accommodation available to

the (urban poor in Johannesburg. There were also r-late j geographical di<;l'elenccfin the racial

composition of the population of the slums. '( hite boarding houses wet' concentrate. in a wedge

to the north-east of the cit' .. Africans were concentratec in the compound, of employer which

clustered around the industrial land between the railv'ay line and tie roinir~ pround that runs

east-west through the centre of Johannesburg. Private yards had a disproportionately Ligh coloured

occupancy, whereas the employers' yards were predominantly occupied by Afiicans. The most

striking concentration of slums and of black residence was the Malay Location.

The social,and spatial differentiation of the slums elicited diverse state responses. The anti-slum

action taken by the state highlights the inter-play between conditions on the ground and the form

of segregationist action. After Union the Johannesburg City Council sought to control the growth

of slums by patrolling contraventions of its system of granting exemption certificates to Africans

working extended or irregular hours. Policing the yards and the Malay Location was an attempt to

reduce crime and curtail African urbanisation rather than enforce sanitary conditions. By contrast,

the predominantly white boarding houses were subject to increasingly stringent health inspections.

When philanthropic organisations made it clear that changing the sheets and sweeping the floors

was insufficient protection for white women's morality and productivity, the state facilitated

construction of segregated hostels by the private sector. When the regulation of the black slum

population became too onerous, a policy of divide-and-rule was implemented by placing dif.',rential

urban controls on Africans, coloureds and Indians.

(\

The declining post-World War One living standard of African slum residents in Johannesburg

was cause enough for municipal and philanthropic anxiety that the City Council mooted a public

housing programme even before the NUAA was in place. The objective of fostering a respectable,
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'dettibalised' African population in Johannesburg was linked. to the construction of housing for

Christian families at Western Native Township. As in the case of the Malay Location, in situ slum

upgrading was sometimes considered, but was always rejected when Africans were involved. The

local authority strategy of prohibiting the growth of slums was formalised at national level by the

NUAA which restricted the influx of Africans, repatriated 'redundant' people (mainly women), and

provided for the building of locations for those urbanised Afric' with families, while forcing the

bulk of the urban work-force into less expensive and more regimented compounds. Cracks in the

power of the state are revealed by the reintrodu.zion of a system of exemptions under the 1930

amendment to the NUAA. Confronted by the inability of local authorities, most notably

Johannesburg, to enforce the pro visions of the NUAA and build locations, the state agreed to

licence emj.loyer compounds in an effort to upgrade Afth::an residential conditions which had

deteriorated so badly under the original permit system.

The role of the central state in the evolution of intra-urban segregation was ambiguously

prescriptive and detached. Smuts' equivocation on the NUAA is suggestive of the extent to which

national politics was out of touch with local tensions about how to manage slums. Them is no

question that there was significant pressure to impose a form of segregation that would uphold

cheap migrant labour, but unlike the mines, smaller employers were unwilling to house their

workforce in closed compounds. Where the laissez faire accommodation of workers on factory

premises or in yards nearby produced a slum culture that could not be contained to the

specifications of the ruling classes. employers supported clearance and upgrading. Rehousing the

entire African workforce in family housing demanded an extended city tax base. Whereas limited

permanent African urbanisation was desirable, and the abolition of slums was imperative to the

satisfactory reproduction of the industrial workforce, capitalists opposed direct funding of locations.

Instead, there was widespread acceptance of municipal provision of cheap and accessible single

quarters for the majority of workers.

Local authorities were pivotal in the implementation of slum clearance and segregation, as the

execution of racial planning legislation fell under the jurisdiction of town councils. It is. however,

crucial to acknowledge the role of local authority employees in drafting and designing urban policy.

Local government support for segregation had several toots. III Johannesburg, the City Council 1
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was dominated at critical. moments by the interests of the white Labour Party which opposed any

investment in African advancement and which promoted welfare programmes for unskilled whites.

TIle other major municipal constituency in Johannesburg fell broadly under the influence of white

home-owners. Ratepayers' Associations reluctance to finance location development encouraged the

extension of influx control and the reduction in the standard of housing offered to African workers.

A third force shaping municipal attitudes to black settlement was that of the professional personnel.

The impact of these appointees' ideas gleaned from the international experience of running cities

was felt in Council chambers and at the influential provincial and national gatherings of municipal

representatives throughout the segregationist period.

(I

Like the leaders of the municipal movement, many of the major players in South African liberal

and philanthropic circles followed closely the ideas and trends inoverseas city management. Liberal

whites were enormously influential in all matters of racial policy, and their concern extended to the

position of Africans in towns. The large scale urbanisation of Africans was initially opposed by

white liberals. Later recognition of urban permanence as a step along the path to 'civilisation'

stimulated the splitting of the African population into 'tribalised' and 'detribalised' categories. Once

the majority of the urban workforce was understood to be 't..ibal', liberals fell back on their

Victorian concerns to limit exposing rural Africans to urban evils. Colluding with conservative

Stallardists, they invoked eugenic notions of Negt0~d inferiority, and encouraged the establishment

of segregated, supervised compounds in towns. Detached nuclear-family housing in African

The Johannesburg Medical Officer of Health, Dr Charles Porter, was pivotal in instigating the

dualist approach to planning whereby the interests of white English settlers and later Afrikaners

were addressed within the broad context of colonial urban developments. African urban policy was

then dealt with as .'1. separate, independent affair. The place of minority groups, like that of'

'coloured' people, emerged from the spaces left between the dominant groupings of Europeans and

Africans. Whereas Porter and other municipal men did not necessarily oppose black urban

settlement per se, they modified international standards for locations in order to reduce costs to

white citizens and businesses. More sinister was the planners adaptation of the international

practice of state intervention inworking-class houslng provision, for this placed a ceiling 011 African

advancement in urban areas and imposed sta~ control on urban African residential opportunities.
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townships was built on crude garden city plans for 'detribaliseu natives' at the behest of English

liberals. Largelybecause there was no major opposition, either from Africans or white liberals, to

the segregationist policies proposed by the various local state lobbies, racially separate public

housing was rapidly and firmly entrenched.

Race, space and power

Drawing from the geographical and temporal pattern of slum clearances in Johannesburg it

would seem that there was virtual unanimity among whites on successive government proposals

that racial residential segregation form the basis of national rrban policy. This consensus was less

a result of compromise than the coincident interests of different constituencies \\'b.i.te ratepayers,

workers and employers along with philanthropists, professionals and state officials agreed to

selective African exclusion from towns, the separate treat-uent of coloured people, and affirmative

action for poor whites. Segregation represented a viable urban ~anagement framework to those in

power because it apparently resolved the four basic tensions of public health, race competition,

labour supply and unrestrained urban expansion associated with industrialisation in South Africa.

/ .~

Problems of urban sanitation were in no way unique to South African cities. Preventing the

spread of diseasewas of paramount importance throughout the segregationist period, but there was

never any crude;invocation of the 'sanitation syndrome' widely associated with removals in colonial

settlements. In industrialising Johannesburg, insanitary conditions unleashed official consternation

because of reduced worker productivity and the philanthropic campaign against urban blight.

Given the establishment character of opposition to slums, it is hardly surprising that white women

workers and African men who formed the backbone of the industrial workforce attracted reformist

attention and benefited, albeit disproportionately, ( ..m rehousing initiatives.

o
The organisation of the South African labour force between the"; orld Wars depended

increasingly on the enforcement of a racial hierarchy of jobs. For a racial aristocracy to have any

meaning off the factory floor, parallel segmentation of residential opportunity was imposed. Job

reservation and the regregation of housing were devices that protected poor whites from urban

competition 'withblacks. Racial (lif.:~rt'ntiationdepended on racial classification. In practical terms
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racial boundaries were drawn by the Public Health Act and the Natives (Urban Areas) Act, and

were refined .hrougb the rehousing programmes that followed the application of the Slums Act.

Race was net the only instrument of repression in urban South Africa. The social differentiation

of the African population into rural outsider, temporary migrant or permanent urbanite was a

crucial dement enabling the insufficiently powerful state to impose its might on the urban

landscape. 'When the state's grand plan of segregating the cit:; faltered, business interests stepped

into the breach. Licensed compounds provided a temporary hut critical interim measure that did

'lot contravene the principle of state-enforced slum clearances and state-managed rehousing

programmes.

'Ihe origins of urban segregation in South Africa were not monolithic. The bureaucratic

correlation of national territorial segregation and urban segregation culminated in the restrictive

definition of the position of Africans in towns. Racial residential segregation was built on the

selective housing of urban Africans in locations and compounds. This filtered access to urban

accommodation was entrenched by the political legitimation of unrestricted African settlement

outside of Reserves. But intra-urban racial segmentation was also the outcome of reserving and

developing superior portions of the city for the Anglo-Afrikaner community. Moreover. when the

planning objectives of white privilege and black repression were found wanting, as in the case of

coloured and Indians, contingency plans that did not jeopardise the overall balance of power in the

city were embraced. In Soutl, Africa, white people's power to designate space to others and to

claim territory for their own exclusive USl' was founded on an alliance of ruling class interests around

the policy of segregation.

The fact that the South African racial elite resorted to urban planning to control the urban

underelass echoes developments elsewhere in the industrialising world. Social and ethnic inequality

persist ed under the British welfare state, and in North America the ghetto remained despite modern

planning guidelines. Institutionalised racial residential segregation can be regarded as one of meny

outcomes of the concentration of wealth in the city, except tl ,( ill South Afrkd inequality was un

integral part of the urban design.
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