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It was the reaction against rationality, functionality and efficiency that marked the beginning 

of what has been termed ‘post-modernism’. There is much dispute concerning the meaning 

of the term and as to when post-modernism began For example, Cherry (1988) argues that 

the modernist city maintained its dominance until about the 1960s. Jencks (1984, 9), on the 

other hand, dates the end o f modernist architecture as 3 :32 pm on July 5th 1972 when Pruitt- 

Igoe housing development in St Louis was demolished as it was an unliveable environment 

for the low-income people it housed (Harvey, 1989). Jameson (1984) says that the post 

World War Two era signalled the end of modernism Certainly the rapid increase in the use 

of the private car in the 1950s and 1960s was primarily responsible for a dispersed, low 

density form o f urban growth known as 'urban sprawl' In the United States, one single 

megalopolis sprawls on the east coast from south of Washington, D C., to north o f Boston 

In America, the increase in automobile ownership was paralleled by a vast expansion of the 

nation’s highway system resulting in increased commuting distances Suburban residence for 

city workers therefore became more feasible Other changes that took place in the post 

World War Two era include the rise in liquid fuel prices in the 1970s, brought about by the 

OPEC countries This led to the contention that a more compact city form would be 

advantageous (Bunker, 1987). In the 1970s, the recognition o f the many o f the limits of 

urban sprawl, such as limits to fiscal and environmental resources as well as increased 

commuting costs, resulted in a move towards more compact cities (Windsor, 1979).

In the 1990s there have been important criticisms o f the urban sprawl and the Garden City 

moven.ent on environmental grounds, which has contributed towards the move to more 

compact cities The European Commission's Green Paper on the Urban Environment 

(Cominision of the European Communities, 1990) presented the case for compact cities and 

criticised the notion of peripheral development on environmental and social grounds In 

1991, Friends o f the Earth and the Policy Studies Institute have condemned the wastefulness 

of gardea cities and have advocated higher densities in existing cities (Elkin, McLaren and 

Hillman, 1991). The renewed interest in preservation of the historic past and environmental 

aspects is characteristic o f post-modernism (Cherry, 1988), as is the renewed interest in the 

compact city
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OTHER FACTORS AFFECTING RESIDENTIAL DENSITIES

When considering the densification o f existing areas such as Jeppestown, the theoretical 

literature emphasises the importance of understanding the physical, social and economic 

characteristics o f the city. These characteristics, which include urbanisation rates, the 

amount o f land available for densification and land prices, are discussed in this section

The amount o f land available for densification is affected by physical (rivers, geotechnical 

factors), as well as political factors. Topography and the shortage of available land has 

influenced the pattern of residential densities in small countries such as Japan and Britain 

Japan has had a history of high-rise high density living (densities of 4 000 pph are not 

uncommon in Japan) Japan has a limited supply of land and residential land prices that are 

much higher than any other advanced industrial country (Kirwin, 1982). The high prices of 

Japanese land has meant that only a small percentage of Japanese can afford singly-family 

housing Consequently, most Japanese live in high-rise high density flats. Residential 

densities in Britain have been influenced by the shortage of available land, resulting in 

medium-density housing in the form o f semi-detached or row housing Field (1989) shows 

that the move towards high-rise high density housing in Singapore was primarily influenced 

by the country’s size and demography In Rio de Janeiro, topography has been a key 

constraint upon the city’s urban development. It has seen the wealthier sections o f the 

population willing to pay a higher price to live in the attractive southern zone, even in this 

meant living in high-rise apartments at very high residential densities (Gilbert, 1988) In 

South Africa, there has not been a shortage of land such as in Japan and consequently 

densities are lower

In countries where there is no shortage of land, high-rise developments are used sparingly. 

The resistance to high density living is founded in concerns over feelings of overcrowding, 

oppression, alienation, social isolation and lack of privacy that have emerged from 

sociological and psychological studies of high-rise developments (Schutte, 1984, Rapoport, 

1975, Swart, 1972, C'uthbert, 1985, Jacobs, 1962, Blowers, Hamnett and Sarre, 1974) For 

example, high-rise generally appears to be unsuitable for families with children
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In Africa, where land is plentiful, low-income housing is interspersed with cultivation and 

spacious high-income suburbs Low density development in African cities is not only a 

reaction to plenty o f land, it is also often a reaction to the imposition of first world planning 

concepts such as the Garden City idea and the Neighbourhood Unit idea. For example in 

Lusaka, the traditional white suburbs were planned at very low densities according to garden 

city principles, which has resulted in increased servicing costs (Rakodi, 1986). In Africa, 

dwellings are single-storey, and therefore most residential growth continues to be horizontal 

(Underwood, 1986, O’Connor, 198). In certain instances, such as in Zimbabwe, a wide 

variety of formal low cost residential units can be found today, including apartments, terraced 

housing, semi-detached and detached houses.

Demography, life cycle, culture and people's preferences are social factors influencing 

residential densities (Marsh, 1972; Mills, 1986, Rapoport, 1975). Lehrman (1987) has 

shown the importance of life cycle in the planning of housing in Canada. He notes that an 

increase in the number of non-family households, empty nesters, single parent families and 

elderly people in Canada has resulted in fewer space needs and consequently smaller housing 

units. Concerning the needs and preferences of the residents, Pruitt-Igoe in the USA is an 

example of a development that did not meet the needs o f the residents - an entire area 

comprising high-rise slab blocks was demolished by the housing authority in 1975 as the 

buildings were abandoned (Lewis, 1988). In recent years in South Africa there has been a 

greater desire for security which has seen denser residential patterns in the form of 

townhouses, especially in Johannesburg (Fox, 1993; Rode, 1990; 1992). The need for 

military defences in the form of fortifications also influenced the density of towns in that the 

fortifications occupied space usually greater than that occupied by the whole town. The 

result was that new growth could often only take place vertically This was particularly so 

during the Baroque period (1600-1750) of the Renaissance when high-rise high density urban 

developments were found in many European towns (Mumford, 1961) Edinburgh, with its 

tall tenement flats, is an example of how reasons of safety and defence served to increase 

residential densities (Becketi, 1972)

The cost-effective provision of infrastructural services has had an impact on residential 

densities in Australian, Canadian, American and many Chinese cities Newman (1992) sees
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the economic dimension as the most significant factor affecting the need for a more compact 

city in Australia. Over recent decades a key focus of Australian planners, and to a lesser 

extent the general public, has been ‘urban consolidation’, rather than suburban spread 

(Freestone, 1989; Bunker, 1987). In Australia, the need for higher residential densities and 

more compact cities has resulted from a crisis in low density Australian cities, such as Perth, 

as they become less efficient economically, less sustainable in environmental terms, less 

socially equitable and less liveable in human terms (Newman, 1992, McLoughlin, 1991; 

Badcock, 1993; Houghton, 1990). In Canada, economics have also influenced residential 

densities. Housing in Canada has traditionally taken the form of single family units at low 

densities, but econcmics has seen some row housing and walk-up apartments at higher 

densities. There has been an increase in housing density in Canada from 10-15 dwellings per 

hectare in the 1970s to 10-36 dwellings per hectare in the 1980s (Lehrman, 1987). In 

Vancouver, Canada’s third largest city, residential development is increasingly orientated 

towards denser, multiple-dwelli.ig types. High-rise residential developments are found in the 

inner city (Hutton, 1994). This has resulted from the recognition of the land constraints 

imposed by topography, the high costs of servicing single-family housing and the high growth 

rate While low density living has been a salient feature of American way of lie since the end 

of World War Two, there has been a re-evaluation of low density hving.

Variations in investment in infrastructure has also influenced the form and density of cities 

Frost (1991) distinguishes between two distinct types of city in the nineteenth and also the 

twentieth century in the First World The first was the traditional high-density cities of 

Europe, the east coast of North America and the east coast of Australia, such as Sydney He 

argues that in traditional high density cities, a high proportion of the city’s capital 

accumulation is directed into industry so that there is little available for infrastructure and 

services Housing is therefore dense In the second type of city that Frost notes, the low- 

density ‘new frontier’ towns o f west and southern North America and Australia (Perth, 

Adelaide and Melbourne), a far higher proportion of capital is directed into urban 

infrastructure, facilitating low density housing Frost's explanation appears to be appl cable 

to First World, not Third World countries In the Third World generally small amounts of 

money are directed towards industry or urban infrastructure resulting in a higher service costs 

to residents which in turn results in more families occupying smaller plots High density

22





Population
(Millions)

Town Density 
(People per Hectare)

Del roil 4.5 8
San Francisco 4 9
Sydney 2.8 10
Johannesburg 3 12
Toronto 3 14
Los Angeles 8 14
Paris 10 15
London 10 16
New York 15 18
Moscow 10 31
Peking 5 34
Sao Paulo 11 34
Tokyo 24 46
Mexico City 17 65
Hong Kong 4.5 68
Cairo 9 74
Bombas 8 78
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(Source Morkel, 1988)

TRENDS AND INFLUENCES ON URBAN DENSITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

South Africa, like many cities of the developing world, is currently experiencing very rapid 

growth and change which is generating interest and i] 'bate on the ways our cities should 

develop While most of the Third World are overcrowded and require a reduction in 

residential densities. South Africa is calling for ‘densification’ and ‘compaction’ of its urban 

centres Residential densities in South Africans are low in comparison with international 

figures. Johannesburg, for example, has a very low overall density of approximately 12 

people per hectare, compared to much higher town densities o f some other major cities in the 

world (Table 2 1) Within South African cities, a density distortion exists In 1986 Soweto, 

which is found on the periphery of Johannesburg, had a density seven times higher than 

Johannesburg (Lamont, 1991) The current low densities in South African cities have been 

influenced by colonial ideas, the ideas of proporents o f the ‘low density utopia’, rapid 

urbanisation, segregation and apartheid ideologies, and the repeal o f apartheid legislation

Table 2 1 Town Density o f Some Major Cities of the World
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In tracing the development of urban policy and practice in South Africa, Davies’ (1981) three 

phase classification is useful in that it traces the major effects that political policy had on 

urban form Much of the literature on South an urban development focuses on the 

issue of race or apartheid planning (Maylam, 1990, Wilkinson, 1984, Davies, 1981, Lemon, 

1991) Very little has been documented on the technical aspects of cities, such as t!.j 

implications that apartheid planning had on density.

Local planning and building standards in South Africa have followed the British model 

(Arrigone, 1995). For example in the first phase identified by Davies (1981), the settler- 

colonial period w-hich lasted from the beginning o f white colonisation in 1652 to the ear'y 

years after the Union in 1910, planning tended to favour the location of the indigenous 

people on the periphery of the cites in high density townships compared to the lower density 

colonial areas situated closer to work opportunities (Lemon, 1991; Pirie, 1988). The 

townships on the periphery were characterised by high population densities, rather than high 

building densities. The significance o f colonial planning is that it initiated the spatial pattern 

of existing urban residential development

The second phase noted by Davies ( 1981) saw the beginning of the first conscious attempt at 

urban segregation, marked by the Native (Urban Areas) Act of 1923 The Act proposed that 

local authorities set aside land for Africans in segregated locations or Native villages where 

fixed '.enure would be promoted (Davenport, 1991). Maylam (1990) notes that the 

importance of the 1923 Act lies m its effect it had on pioneering segregationist thinking, as 

well as the framework that it established for future legislation

While high densities were occurring in the townships on the periphery, low density Garden 

City ideas were being pioneered in many South African cities This dates back to 1^17 when 

Richard Stuttaford, a member of the Union Cabinet, visited Kbenezer Howard in Britain to 

view one of Howard’s projects, Letchworth Stuttaford returned to South Africa motivating 

Garden City principles by maintaining that it would be economically sound to plan a town 

properly (wide streets, sufficient recreation space) from the beginning, instead of first 

planning narrow streets that would later have to be widened (Myers, 1953) Stuttaforo also 

maintained that garden city principles would be beneficial for sanitary reasons - the flu

25

_



epidemic had accelerated new thinking about the need to reshape South African cities and 

towns (Mabin and Stnit, 1992). He launched a Garden CM- Association and initiated the 

plans for the first Garden City in South Africa, Pinelands, in 1919 (Garden Cities, 1972; 

Mabin and Smit, !5W). Five other Garden City projects spread throughout the Cape 

Peninsula during the next fifty years In the 1950s, Meadowridge, the second Garden City, 

was planned, and M a l e ,  during the 1960s Maylana (1995) notes the establishment of 

•superior' housing areas for the aspirant black middle class in Lang, in Cape Town, and 

Latnontville to the south o f Durban The McNamee township in Port Elizabeth was another 

township planned as a 'garden village’, as well as Dube in Soweto which was also geared 

towards the urban African middle class (Parnell, 1990) The literature therefore does 

contain examples of townships located on the periphery that were planned as garden cities 

This however, appears to be the exception, rather than the norm

The Group Areas Act, which aimed at achieving racial segregation in all aspects of social and 

economic life (Saff, 1991; Lemon, 1991; Wilkinson, 1984), marked the beginning of the third 

phase noted by Davies Under the apartheid ideology the state exer.ed far-reaching control 

over the rate and pattern of urban growth in South African cities (Turok, 1994) The 

intention, in the cities, was to create self-contained areas that were racially distinct and 

financially independent, with separate public amenities, administrations and infrastructure. 

Under the Group Areas Act of 1950, a number of policies were used to restrict black 

urbanisation (Wilkinson, 1984) For example. Africans had to live in townships on the 

periphery, and were not allowed to own property Migration to the cities was limited by the 

‘pass laws’ which were permits issued selectively to Africans wanting to live and work in the 

cities (Turok, 1994) Another strategy that the state used in the 1960s to restrict black 

urbanisation was the homelands policy which involved the removal of Africans from the cities 

to remote rural areas Town planning procedure:, A,ring the apartheid era actively sought, 

through racial zoning, to control the shape, location and density of development Physical 

planning was one of the main means of imposing apartheid ideology on towns and cities 

Local authorities had to work within the Group Areas Act, irrespective of local political 

preferences A number o f ‘urban renewal' projects, entailing the removal of minorities to 

make way for the expansion of white land ownership in the inner city transition zone, were
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carried out in Durban, Johannesburg and in District Six in Cape Town (Mabin and Smit,

1992, 17).

Under apartheid planning, a limited amount of land was allocated to certain race groups, 

which resulted in high density townships, backyard shacks and infill development such as in 

Soweto Tomlinson (1990, 101) notes that one of the means employed under apartheid to 

restrict access to urban areas was “overcrowding to the point of intolerability” . Table 2.2 

shows the contrast in population density for a selected number of residential areas in the 

Central Witwatersrand It shows that while Alexandra has a density o f approximately 60 

times higher than Sandton, Sandton only has about half the population of Alexandra (Turok. 

1994) One form of high density accommodation often associated with overcrowding, and 

which has been given particularly strong treatment in the literature, is the mining compound. 

This was viewed as a convenient form of accommodating workers close to their work 

opportunities (Maylam, 1995)

Table 2.2: Population Density for a selected number of Residential Areas in the Central 
Witwatersrand

LOCAL AUTHORITY

POPULATION PER HECTARE 
OF DEVELOPED LAND

Predominantly black areas
Alexandra 688
Dobsonville 229
Soweto 158
Diepmeadow 151

Predominantly white areas
Johannesburg 44
Randburg 22
Roodepoort 14
Sandton 12

(Source: Turok, 1994)
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