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An African housing crisis of unprecedented severity erupted on the

Witwatersrand in the aftermath of the Second World War. The first post-war

election of 1948 was fought, and won, on the question of how to administer

the dramatically expanded urban African population. Racial residential

segregation was upheld as a fundamental principle for governing the South

African city, but the period was otherwise ideologically turbulent. Both

Smut's United Party (UP), and later, Malan's National Party (NP) sought

to establish a new framework of urban management that would effectively

resolve the "urban native problem". While parliamentarians grappled -to

devise a coherent urban policy, in Johannesburg, where the accommodation

shortage was most acute, the City Council turned their attention to

rehousing thousands of homeless squatters and sub-tenants. Seeking

innovative, cost effective ways to provide shelter an African

home-ownership scheme called Dube was sanctioned early in 1946.

The ideological parameters' that shaped the Dube landscape changed

three times in the decade after its conception. The tenor of debate on

African urban administration within the state is reflected by the

recommendations of three position papers; the Stallard Commission of 1921

that moulded the provisions of the Natives (Urban Areas) Act (NUUA) of

1923; the UP's Fagan Commission of 1947, appointed to draft "Native

Affairs" legislation; and a confidential report to the NP, known as the

Sauer report, which is alleged to have provided the blueprint of "Grand

Apartheid" implemented in the late 1950s and early 1960s.1

Acting within the Stallardist framework inherited from the inter-war

years, the Johannesburg City Council (JCC) tried to use the NUUA of 1923

to establish Dube as a freehold "Native Village". The JCC's objective of

supporting a permanent urban African population through home-ownership

contradicted the Stallardist idea of Africans as migrants in white cities.

African urban rights were, however, endorsed by the Fagan Commission which

drew on lessons from the Dube initiative in Johannesburg. Plans for Dube



were well advanced by 1948 when the NP's victory saw the resurrection of

the idea of Africans as temporary sojourners to urban areas. Reluctant

to implement Sauer's proposal which undermined the original conception

of Dube as an elite residential area, the JCC bowed to the power of the

apartheid state and reduced African tenure at Dube.

DUBE IN THE STALLARD ERA:

ESTABLISHING A FREEHOLD "NATIVE VILLAGE"

The Native should only be allowed to enter urban areas, which are
essentially the white man's creation, when he is willing to enter
and minister to the needs of the white man, and should depart
therefrom when he ceases so to minister.2

This familiar extract from the Stallard Commission highlights the limited

role Africans were to assume in the burgeoning urban economy after World

War One. Housing for migrant workers was provided in compounds or hostels

close to their place of work. Industrialisation and a growing informal

sector encouraged the settlement of an urban African population who were

ether not eligible, or else rejected, the austere single quarters offered

by hostel life. The development of racially-integrated inner-city slums,

that allegedly threatened public health and certainly offended the

delicate sensibilities of white residents in Johannesburg, prompted the

JCC to establish municipal locations for Africans. The NUUA legislated

for both compound and location housing to be provided by the local

authority to restrict the influx of Africans and to segregate black from

white residential areas. A third type of housing was allowed for Africans

under the NUUA; this was freehold settlement in spatially designated

"Native Locations".

The concession to freehold included in the NUUA seems anomalous. In

fact the law provided that a local authority could offer "freehold rights

to Africans as long as the settlement was separate from the municipal

location, where leasehold rights were restricted to ten years.1 Only East



London had previously established a Native Village, Duncan Village.

Generally, white local authorities were reluctant to establish areas of

African residence that fell outside of their jurisdiction. The JCC, for

example, publicly voiced their support of freehold rights for Africans,

but for decades they neglected to make use of the provisions allowing them

to establish such facilities. The JCC was openly opposed to

long-established African freehold areas of the "Western Areas" and

Alexandra (Fig. 1), but they reluctantly condoned the suburbs; not least

because of the cost involved in forcibly removing a large percentage of

the African population of Johannesburg. The Dube home-ownership proposal

provided a clear break with the urban landscape moulded under Stallardist

doctrines. The change in attitude of the JCC to African freehold had to

do with the transformation of black Johannesburg in the 1940s.

Figure 1: Location of Alexandra, Dube and the "Western Areas".
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Johannesburg's African population grew by 49 percent from 229 000 to

371 000 between 1936 and 1946.* The number of Africans living outside of

municipal locations increased from 86 000 in 1936 to 176 000 in 1951.*

The dramatic growth in the number of people who lived and worked in

Johannesburg during the war years is ascribed to the boom in

manufacturing, the vacation of jobs by white men off to war, and the

progressive impoverishment of the rural reserves.6 In addition, for two

years during the war, 1940 and 1941, formal restrictions on African

urbanisation were lifted.' Although far from affluent, most migrants were

employed. Despite the great increase in the urban population,

unemployment for the years 1936-1946 remained constant at about 5 000.'

If there was no severe employment shortage, this was certainly not true

of the supply of shelter.

In 1946 state controlled housing in Johannesburg comprised hostels,

numbering some 11150 beds, and 10640 family housing units.9 Rooms could

also be let in freehold areas that fell outside the jurisdiction of the

NUUA, such as the "Western Areas". An estimated 46 percent of

Johannesburg's African population were lodgers in the "Western Areas".10

Conveniently close to the city, notoriously dangerous and overcrowded,

the demand for shelter in these suburbs always exceeded supply.11 The

physical resources were strained beyond capacity during the war and

conditions in the "Western Areas" deteriorated rapidly, fuelling white

protest and calls for the black freehold suburbs to be declared and

demolished as slums.12 Few of the many residents of the insalubrious

"Western Areas" were well-to-do, but there was a small prosperous sector

within the community (Table I ) . 1 1 Because of the changing division of

labour associated with mechanisation, Africans were increasingly employed

as operatives or as semi-skilled labour. This 'class', along with the new

African professionals, doctors, lawyers, teachers and artists could have

afforded better accommodation than that on offer in the black freehold

ghettos, but none was available. More typically, however, the wage of the

5



African workforce was low. Financial strain associated with a housing

crisis forced thousands, a large percentage of whom were in fact formally

employed, to squat on the periphery of Johannesburg." The squatter

movements that sprang up between 1944 and 1949, and the sanitary and

political threat posed by critical overcrowding in the "Western Areas"

forced the JCC to reconsider its housing programme.

The JCC in 1946. proposed that Dube Native Village be established as a

new home-ownership housing scheme under the NUUA of 1923. " Land, today

part of Soweto (Fig. 1), was set aside for 1 500 sites to house six to

seven thousand people who could afford to pay one sixth of their income

towards housing." Sites of 50 x 100 feet were laid out, allowing a lower

density than elsewhere in the African locations where houses were

simultaneously being built on 20 x 20 feet plots.11 The promise of full

home-ownership for Dube Native Village was never fulfilled because the

title deeds of the farm Klipspruit excluded the Africans from being the

registered freehold owners of property." Instead the JCC offered 99-year

leasehold at Dube as "the next best thing" that would attract the "better

type of Native" who demanded security of tenure.13 Because Dube was not

freehold it was not technically a "Native Village" as laid out by the

NUUA. Although regulations for the Village were drawn up, the dubious

legal status of the title tot he land delayed construction. The JCC1 s

proposal that 99-year rather than 10-year leases allowed for municipal

locations, be granted at Dube severely challenged the legislative

framework of urban African administration.















use of freehold as a means of encouraging a permanent African

workforce who would provide the much-needed semi-skilled labour for

the diversifying economy.*7 The JCC's position on African

home-ownership was that the most important principle in achieving

appropriate conditions of residence for permanently urbanised

natives was "to establish security of tenure of accommodation to

meet the varying needs of different economic groups."** In private,

several JCC reservations about freehold for Africans were, however,

expressed. In 1947, JCC evidence to the Fagan Commission recorded

the wish that freehold be restricted to the more permanent

population and that it be curtailed in such a way as to prevent

sub-letting or other "illegal" methods of supplementing income.*9

Reservations such as these led Fagan to suggest that long-term

leases would be preferential to ownership in cases where a local

authority deterred from making land available for African housing

because of a feared lack of control.50

As far as the Dube scheme was concerned there was no option on

the granting of freehold. However, another incident at the time

confirms that the Johannesburg UP's commitment to freehold was more

limited than they were prepared to admit publicly. A private

individual, one Mr Ngeme, wished to establish a freehold township

for Africans in the Dube vicinity, but was barred from doing so by

the JCC. Official explanation for the expropriation of land for

the proposed development was that "if the natives are allowed to

purchase and resell plots and run it as a native settlement, the

council would have no control".51 Predicting the overcrowding that

had developed in black freehold areas during the African housing

crisis, the JCC blocked Mr Ngeme's home-ownership development.52

Committed to freehold on paper, yet reticent to accede to full

residential rights for Africans, even where the JCC would not be



financially implicated, the true colours of the UP on the question

of security of tenure for Africans were revealed.

At Dube, the model home-ownership scheme, the desire for

municipal control proved so strong that the stringent occupational

restrictions discouraged African participation. Residents were

required to have lived in Johannesburg for five years (unless they

were returning soldiers), to be married, to levy a 20 percent

deposit, to build to Council specifications within three months of

signing the lease and to agree not to sublet any portion of their

property." These regulations, combined with deeply felt scepticism

about the security of 99 year leasehold, mitigated against the

success of Dube as a middle-class housing venture.



Figure 3: Models of "luxury homes" built by the Johannesburg Council

at Dube.54
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Following African reluctance to build at Dube, the JCC built five

homes, all three bedroomed houses with servant's quarters described

as "of the superior type of European home" (Fig. 3 ) . 5 5 At an average

price of £.1 000 per home the unit's costs were still only half that

paid to construct houses for white home-ownership.st However, they

were four times as expensive as houses elsewhere in the South

Western Township (later named Soweto).57 Before the scheme was .

started the JCC received 200 "reasonably firm" requests to live at

Dube," yet the "models homes" did not sell. Officials rejected

the idea that Africans could not afford the twenty percent deposit

or the monthly repayments. Speaking of "the Dube mystery" the

Director of Native Affairs confessed that although scores of people

had been to see the houses, no one had purchased.69 In 1951 Dube's

first, and for many months only resident, Mr Mncube, a University

lecturer, blamed the failure of the project on a campaign of

"malicious disinformation" spread about the insecurity of tenure

at Dube." Although Mr Mncube expressed faith in the JCC's intention

to encourage permanent urbanisation of. Africans, his confidence in

the middle-class housing scheme was not widely shared.

By 1951 only two of the Council built-homes at Dube were sold

and two applications for owner-construction had been received.61

This unsatisfactory response obliged the UP to acknowledge the

project's failure.'2 JCC officials' blamed the poor response on

undue African scepticism about 99-year leasehold by Council

officials.83 The African press attacked the insecurity of tenure

and the unacceptably harsh Dube regulations." Rejected by the

African people for offering too little, the future of Dube as a

midd,le class suburb in a working-class African Township was further

threatened by the growing power of the NP over local affairs.

Convinced that even if an African population worked permanently in

white urban areas they should be dissuaded from regarding the cities

jb















control over African housing conditions and mocked African land

rights. . . • '

The long-term success or failure of the UP's policy of African

home-ownership was academic as the NP repressed all social and

spatial manifestations of African urban permanence. Under apartheid

the ideology of racial segregation extended beyond the division of

the city into black and white residential quarters. In order to

ensure white supremacy the urban rights of Africans were revoked.

Under the apartheid government attempts to appropriate urban space

by, or for, Africans on a permanent basis were thwarted.
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