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ABSTRACT

The historical causes and practices of racial-spatial segregation represent significant research issues
for South African human geographers. This paper aims to elucidate the development of urban racial
segregation, which occurred in Johannesburg, South Africa’s commercial heart and its largest
city. Arguably, the roots of urban racial segregation have an extended history that pre-dates the
implementation of apartheid planning in the post-1948 period. This article contributes a perspective
from historical geography and incorporates the mapping out of the shifting spatial zones for African
settlement in Johannesburg. It demonstrates that segregation has been evolving over an extended
period of time in South Africa’s largest city. For its African residents Johannesburg has been an
inhospitable urban environment as its marginalized populations have been progressively excised from
spaces close to the commercial heart of the city. The spatial outcome of the decades-long clearances
of spaces of African settlement has been the establishment and expansion of the townships of Soweto
as the most visible manifestation of racial urban segregation, which was achieved finally in the period
of high apartheid.
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INTRODUCTION

Understanding the making of the divided and racially segregated landscapes of South Africa — rural
and urban — has been a recurrent theme in the writings which have been produced by the country’s
political and historical geographers. The traditional synergies and overlapping agendas of these two
sub-disciplines of geography in South Africa are widely acknowledged as much research in political
geography has adopted historical methodologies to contribute towards comprehending the political
forces that have shaped apartheid space (Lemon, 1987; Reintges & McCarthy, 1992; Lemon, 1998,
2016). A major cross-cutting theme has been the analysis of the historical causes and practices of
spatial segregation (Van Rooyen & Lemanski, 2020; Van Rooyen, 2022). The policies and practices of
racial segregation have been driven by successive (white) South African governments to manipulate
the country’s economic, social and political geography in order to attain and sustain political and eco-
nomic supremacy (Rallis, 1993). According to Christopher (1992a, p. 561) one of the leading subjects
of “international controversy and condemnation in the twentieth century has been the imposition of a
system of legalized segregation on a racial basis—urban apartheid—in South Africa”. Political geog-
raphers stylize apartheid as “the legalized segregation of people on the basis of their race or ethnicity”
(Christopher, 1990, p. 421). Until democratic change in 1994 the ideology of apartheid represented
one of the most important distinguishing features of South African political and spatial structures,
resulting in low levels of civil rights on a world scale, international condemnation, and sanctions.

The roots of racial segregation in South Africa must be sought in a much deeper history than the
implementation of apartheid, which commenced in 1948. Prior to the establishment of the Union
of South Africa in 1910, the four former colonies and Republics had pursued separate policies with
regard to urban segregation (Christopher, 1988, 1990). For example, by the beginning of the 20™
century in the Cape there had evolved a system of ‘passes’ and controls to restrict the numbers
of (Black) Africans migrating into urban areas (Savage, 1984). In addition, legislation existed for
establishing separate municipally managed settlements for such populations. Arguably, following the
establishment of a unitary state in 1910, uniform policies were pursued which introduced a degree of
conformity into the South African urban scene. The political philosophy adopted was segregationist
“in line with the thinking of the dominant White electorate of all political persuasions” (Christopher,
1990, p. 421). As described by Christopher (1990, p. 426) legislative pressures post-1910 were towards
a greater measure of segregation “as a flexible and electorally popular ideology” culminating in 1948
with the electoral victory of the National party when the more rigid apartheid policy was introduced.
The post-1948 apartheid policies in large measure were anchored on earlier practices of the colonial
segregation era.

This paper aims to elucidate the development of urban racial segregation which occurred in
Johannesburg, South Africa’s commercial heart and its largest city. The initial mining settlement of
Johannesburg was founded on the basis of gold discoveries in 1886. The time period of this research

spans the period from early Black settlement in the city to the close of the 1960s. The study ends
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during the time of what Saul Dubow (2015) describes as ‘high apartheid’, a period of economic boom
in South Africa when internal opposition to the implementation of apartheid planning was dormant
following its crushing in the aftermath of the 1960 Sharpeville massacre. The paper is structured into
three uneven sections of discussion. The literature review situates the study as part of the shifting
contours of local scholarship in historical geography and of broad debates surrounding explanations
for urban racial segregation. Following a brief discussion on research methods the discussion narrows
to the unfolding and mapping of racial-spatial segregation in Johannesburg. It is demonstrated that the
progressive enactment of measures for racial segregation made Johannesburg an ‘inhospitable city’ for
its African residents who were subjected to constant changes in the spaces where they were permitted
to live. Two sub-sections of material are given. These relate respectively to the pre-apartheid and
apartheid years of legislation and settlement. Overall, the paper is a modest contribution to deepening
debates around urban racial segregation in South Africa, a theme, which is of considerable concern in

the scholarship around historical geography.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Historical geography constitutes an active, theoretically informed and vibrant component of modern
geography (Celan, 2014; Domosh et al., 2020; Van Sant et al., 2020; Markovic, 2024). Over several
decades extensive debates have been conducted as to the nature and content of this sub-discipline of
geography (e.g., Baker, 1979; Philo, 1994; Offen, 2012). Until the 1950s, however, the simple notion
that history was about past events and the subject matter of geography about present places limited
the evolution of historical geographical studies as an area of cooperation between the two disciplines.
Nevertheless, an increasing realisation that the imprint of the past was impacting the landscape of
the present prompted a reappraisal and the emergence of a distinctive set of literature for historical
geography. The initial forays by historical geographers were upon the reconstruction of past land-
scapes, processes of evolution, tracking the development of the cultural landscape and of humans as
active agents of change (Christopher, 1977). The classic approach of Anglophone historical geography
therefore was that of interrogating the processes of landscape evolution with humankind seen as a
critical agent of change. These issues were explored in multiple studies by historical geographers in
the environments of North America, Australia, New Zealand and Europe.

During the 1970s a more nuanced approach to studying past landscapes emerged. This approach
was aligned to Hugh Prince’s (1971) introduction of the concepts of ‘real’, ‘imagined’ and ‘abstract’
worlds of the past. Moving beyond the documentation of real worlds of the past Prince (1971) pointed
to the challenge of applying behavioural approaches in order to probe ‘imagined worlds’, most
significantly of the perceptions of officials and settlers to the new lands of settlement that they were
occupying. In addition, abstract worlds of the past could be investigated in terms of general laws and
models, which accounted for past timing and processes of settlement. By the turn of the 21% century

further changes were influencing the international mainstream of historical geographical writings.
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From being a relatively discrete sub-discipline of human geography with its own epistemology and
methodology it was argued that historical geography was becoming a much more inter-disciplinary
endeavour as it was merging with other branches of geography. In terms of the ‘opening out’ of
historical geography several factors were at play. Most significantly, as Lester (2003, p. 593) points
out, the changing currents in historical geography were the result of intersecting in various ways
both with work conducted in other fields of social sciences and the humanities as well as the broader
‘spatial turn’ taking place in the social sciences as a whole which saw “scholars who claim different
disciplinary affiliations moving into the traditional ‘terrain’ of historical geography” (Lester, 2003,
p. 593).

Over several decades these various themes and directions coming out from Anglophone geography
inevitably filtered into South African scholarship and influenced the shaping of local historical
geographical studies in South Africa. As noted by one of the country’s leading historical geographers
“the academic sub-discipline of historical geography in South Africa developed within the broader
context of the Anglophone world” (Christopher, 2003, p. 115). In the period of the 1960s and 1970s
therefore the central trends in South African historical geography were deeply imprinted by the
dominant discourses of North American and European historical geography. In an extensive South
African literature, a suite of issues around (white) colonial settlement and the frontier were investigated
concerning the control and exploitation of land resources, a recurring theme in British and North
American historical geography (Christopher, 1976, 2003). The sub-discipline of historical geography
therefore was the domain of scholars “whose primary focus was the process of European settlement
in South Africa and the material landscapes constructed by white settlers and colonial governments”
(Crush, 1992, p. 10). As stated crisply by Crush (1986, p. 2): “White settlers, pastoralists, mining
magnates and politicians, and their impress on the landscape are the raw material from which the
country’s historical geography has been fashioned”. By contrast, within this tradition of research
“South Africa’s dispossessed, its slaves, peasants and proletarians, remain shadowy background
figures only occasionally glimpsed from the campfires of the white intellectual laager” (Crush, 1986,
p. 2). During the 1980s it is observed that a paradigm shift occurred in the content and directions
of South African historical geography (Crush & Rogerson, 1983; Crush, 1986). Crush (1992, p. 17)
maintains that one of the primary objectives of the new historical geography was “to give spatial
content to the social and racial divides in South African society”.

The changing foci of writing and research in the new South African historical geography were
influenced substantially by the emergence in the 1980s of the South African social history movement
which constituted a vibrant and dynamic intellectual enterprise (Bozzoli, 1979, 1983, 1987). This
social history movement revolutionized understandings of many aspects of South African past and
in so doing contributed to a re-shaping of historical geographical research in South(ern) Africa
(Crush, 1986). The world of the common people, and the study of historical geographies from below
became the axis of this new historical geography that crystallized in South Africa during the 1980s.

Research studies were conducted by geographers to excavate and reveal the everyday forms and
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different aspects of the world of the urban-industrial underclasses. Examples included investigations
on hostels (Pirie & da Silva, 1986; Pirie, 1988), compounds (Crush, 1994), eating houses (Rogerson,
1988), shebeens (Rogerson & Hart, 1986), beer halls (Rogerson, 1992), factory canteens (Rogerson,
1989) and of several niches in the urban informal economy for survival (Rogerson, 1986a, 1986b).
Attention pivoted to “the construction of alternative historical geographies, to the divided landscapes
of industrial capitalism; to the ‘hidden spaces’ inhabited by the marginalized and dispossessed; and to
a view of space and landscape as a container of struggle, conflict and resistance” (Crush, 1992, p. 17).
The common commitment was to conduct examinations of the past from below, including the modes
of survival of marginal social groups. Scott (1986) pointed to the potential merits of using structuration
theory along with the methodology of time geography as an analytical framework aligned to the social
history genre.

Overall, the challenge of constructing a ‘people’s historical geography’ of South Africa was
elaborated as follows: “The task which confronts the historical geographer is to understand how
South Africa’s brutal landscapes were forged in subordination and struggle, and how the geography of
privilege and deprivation has saturated the experience of both overlords and underlings in that society”
(Crush, 1986, p. 3). As the sub-discipline shifted in this direction, elements of South African historical
geography parted ways with the mainstream of international historical geography scholarship based
in Europe and North America (Crush, 1992). Arguably, however, the vibrancy of this emerging new
tradition in South African historical geography was tempered following democratic transition in 1994.
Among the small literature that appeared was research on consumerism and advertising in townships
(Rogerson, 1994). The work of Lester (1998) represented one attempt to present a ‘new’ historical
geography of South Africa which stressed several broad historical continuities in South Africa which
shaped contemporary society and landscapes of post-apartheid change. In the literature of South
African historical geography which has appeared since 2000 the research agenda has diversified to
include issues of recreation and tourism (Rogerson, 2017, 2020; Rogerson & Rogerson, 2020a, 2020b,
2021a, 2021b; Rogerson & Rogerson, 2023; Rogerson & Rogerson, 2024a, 2024b, 2024c, 2024d).

Studies concerning urban segregation in South Africa hark back to the traditions of research in
the 1980s and 1990s for they demand exploration of the everyday lives and shelter conditions of the
country’s dominated groups. In some accounts the racial historical segregation of South Africa’s cities
is viewed an aspect of the broader segregation of colonial cities which occurred across the British
Empire (Christopher, 1992b). Within the wider context of colonial planning the most distinctive facet
of South African cities was, however, that the white settlers “sought to maintain control through stat-
utory segregation” with the result being a highly segregated set of urban centres (Christopher, 1992b,
p. 95). This said, spatial variations existed in the extent of racial segregation across South African
urban areas. The city of Cape Town enjoyed a reputation for being the most relaxed of the country’s
cities in terms of ‘race relations’. As is shown by Bickford-Smith (1995) segregation did occur in
the city albeit to a lesser extent than for example was the case in either Johannesburg or Pretoria.

Segregation in Cape Town was deemed “more exclusive than divisive — aimed not so much at keeping
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races apart but more at excluding people of colour from the ranks of the dominant class” (Maylam,
1995, p. 23). Among the factors that contributed to the limited segregation in Cape Town were “the
existence of considerable ‘miscegenation’, an enduring non-racial political tradition and the fact that
social segregation was far from comprehensive” (Bickford-Smith, 1995, p. 63). Overall, considerable
research by historical geographers on the pre-apartheid urban mapping of segregation in South Africa
evidences a “deep history of racial and class domination through territorial control” (Crush, 1992, p.
17). Essentially, two schools of thought consolidated about the roots of urban segregation in South
Africa. The first considers the racial segregation of South African cities as a variant of the more
widely recognized ‘colonial city’. The second view espoused by Mabin (1986, p. 22) stresses the
specificities of the segregated city in South Africa which is interpreted as an outcome of “the central,
indeed, specific struggles within South African society”. For Crush (1992) the weight of argument
and evidence supports strongly the second school and of the peculiarities of South Africa’s historical

urban trajectories.

METHODS

This research investigation applies historical methods which are wedded to a detailed examination
of existing literature and documentation on segregation in South Africa. The practice of archival
research is a vital research method in geography with research investigating historical influences
on contemporary places (Wideman, 2023). Archival research was at the base of the new alternative
directions in historical geography that South African scholars pursued from the 1980s (Crush, 1992).
This research maps out the changing contours and spaces of African settlement in the city. The
sequential narrative of the racial-spatial segregation in Johannesburg draws upon extant research
studies undertaken by social historians, sociologists as well as geographers. The article builds also
upon primary documentary material which has been sourced at the Historical Papers collections of
the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. In particular, the documents of the Non-European
Affairs Department of the City of Johannesburg are tapped. This material is augmented by a reading
of articles appearing in The Bantu World newspaper, which was published from April 1932 as a
national weekly outlet and aimed at the readership of the urban middle class black elite. The mining
of these newspaper records provides added insight and reflections into the making of Johannesburg
as an inhospitable city for its residents of colour. The merits of using The Bantu World as a research
source for historical urban studies have been demonstrated among others in works by Switzer (1988),
Masola (2018) and Rogerson (2024).

RESULTS

The results and discussion are structured into two sub-sections of material. The first examines the

policies and political context which moulded the evolution of settlement patterns by Black South
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Africans in Johannesburg. It is demonstrated that planning for racial segregation in South African
cities has an extended history that pre-dated apartheid policies. The second section turns to the
post-1948 years and recounts a strengthening of the programmes for racial-spatial segregation which

occurred with the implementation of apartheid planning.

The Making of an Inhospitable City for Black Residents

South Africa’s distinguished history of racial segregation meant that for most of its Black residents
(and their visitors) Johannesburg was, in many respects, ‘an inhospitable city’. During the first two
decades of settlement following the 1886 discovery of gold little effort was made to enforce strict
segregation in Johannesburg. As a result, there emerged several multi-racial communities such as
Vrededorp, the ‘Coolie’ location, the ‘Kaffir location” and the Burghersdorp brickfields (Kagan, 1978;
Morris, 1981; Beavon, 2004). Parnell (2003, p. 616) observes of the 1900s and 1910s that “Johannes-
burg was characterised by increasing rather than declining levels of racial integration”. This phase in
the historical geography of Black settlement in Johannesburg was short-lived, however. In 1904 the
influence of health considerations and of what Swanson (1977) terms ‘the sanitation syndrome’ began
to impact settlement patterns. An outbreak of bubonic plague occurred at ‘the Coolie location’ which
afforded Johannesburg authorities the convenient excuse to remove its Black inhabitants on health
grounds to a site 20km from the centre of town and adjoining the Klipspruit sewage disposal works.
This removal, ostensibly for reasons of a public health hazard, would be the first of several in which
the ‘sanitation syndrome’ would be invoked and contribute to re-moulding the geography of Black
settlement in the Johannesburg area.

The distance of Klipspruit from ‘town’ and the inadequacy of existing transport facilities inevitably
led most of the area’s Black inhabitants to search for places of abode closer to their workplace (Koch,
1981; Morris, 1981). In this regard they were assisted by the actions of white ‘slumlords’ who began
renting out properties in proximate areas to the city centre such as Ferreirastown, Marshalltown, City
and Suburban, Fordsburg and Ophirton. By adopting a policy of ‘benign neglect’ towards the changes
taking place in these areas the city council did little to remedy the worsening conditions of overcrowding
in these ‘slumyards’ (Frankel, 1979). The municipal authority responded to issues concerning Black
settlement only in emergency circumstances. The establishment of a second municipal ‘location’ for
Blacks occurred in 1918 following the outbreak of a major influenza epidemic at Klipspruit (Kagan,
1978). Parnell (1991) documents that the municipal authorities of Johannesburg used this epidemic as
a basis for calling for greater municipal powers over African urbanization, segregation and for the
urban status of Africans to be made temporary. In addition, galvanized by this public health threat
and under pressure from employers in the city who were voicing complaints about their distant work
force, the city fathers chose to establish the Western Native Township which was closer and thus more
accessible to the town centre (Maud, 1938; Frankel, 1979). Of note is that the selected site for this new

African township was on a former sewage dump (Maud, 1938).
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Arguably, the historical planning and development of the segregated city in South Africa during
the period 1910-1948 was influenced by the international movement of planning ideas through policy
mobilities. Wood (2019) shows how the planning of urban segregation during this period was impacted
by British city planning concepts, which embraced the belief that social order could be manipulated
through urban form. From 1923 there began the first official attempts to legislate a strict racial order-
ing of urban racial segregation in Johannesburg as well as other South African urban areas. The 1920s
witnessed renewed calls for rigid segregation as the rapidly urbanizing African population was per-
ceived as a threat to white workers and rationalised on the grounds that the “natives were ‘primitive’”
(Maharaj, 2020, p. 41). Among others Maharaj (2020, p. 39) stresses that the Natives Urban Areas Act
of 1923 “represented the first Union attempt to control, manage and segregate urban Africans”. The
Act sought to combat ‘undesirable mixing’ of the different races by empowering municipal authorities
to provide separate accommodation for Black residents in their jurisdictions (Rich, 1978; Beavon,
1982). Undoubtedly, the establishment of locations also was viewed as a mechanism to stem the influx
of Africans into cities (Maharaj, 2020). For Cobley (2021, p. 67) the Native (Urban Areas) Act of
1923 and its numerous amendments represents the most significant “legislation for the management
of Africans in towns in South Africa during the first half of the twentieth century”. Maylam (2005)
cautions, however, that one must not overestimate the Act’s significance. It enabled and recommended
segregation through municipal ‘locations’ to house urban Black populations but did not compel their
establishment.

Enshrined in the 1923 Native (Urban Areas) Act was the important principle that Blacks were only
temporary sojourners in the spaces of ‘White’ cities (Rich, 1978, 1980). As stressed by Davenport
(1969: 95) the prevailing orthodoxy was that urban areas were spaces that Whites lived in by right and
“black people work in on sufferance”. A suite of legislative measures termed ‘the pass laws’ operated
to control the movements of Africans into urban areas (Rogerson & Rogerson, 2024¢). Various
amendments to the Native (Urban Areas) Act introduced post-1923 set forth a mass of regulations
which further controlled most aspects of Black activity in the urban areas (Christopher, 1990). The
amendments made in 1930, 1937 and 1942 were designed to equip the central and local governments
with the power to deny Africans the right to the city and to be there only on temporary basis (Maharaj,
2020). Parnell (2002) documents the imposition of racial segregation in Johannesburg with the
implementation of the Natives (Urban Areas) Act of 1923 and of its resistance by black residents
as well as from landlords and manufacturing capital that wanted their African labour force to live
closer to the workplaces. Henceforward urban Blacks in colonial and apartheid South Africa were to
be ‘administered’ rather than governed much as in the manner that the local authority administered
parks, water supply or sewage disposal (Bozzoli, 1979). For the majority of its residents the measures
imposed for racial segregation and its policing meant that Johannesburg was a fearful city. The fear of
its residents was illustrated starkly by the reports of one correspondent for the national newspaper The
Bantu World who visited Cape Town on a short trip in 1936. He was invited to visit the City Hall and

initially the correspondent refused to join such a visit saying, “I am afraid of the police and of being
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chased out of the City Hall” (“Under The Shadow”, 1936a). His colleague sought to reassure him that
this would not occur in a public building in Cape Town to which the revealing response made was
as follows: “No you are mistaken. The City Hall of Johannesburg where I come from is a shrine of
the super-men of Europe, a sacred place in which the black man dare not put his foot unless he is an
employee of the City Council” (“Under The Shadow”, 1936a). The contrasts between Johannesburg
and Cape Town were further evidenced in a second report by the correspondent, The Scrutator (nom-
de-plume), which appeared in The Bantu World in April 1936 with the heading ‘Under The Shadow’.
This report detailed a visit undertaken to the beach resort of Camp’s Bay, seven miles south-west of
Cape Town followed by a visit to The Gardens in the centre of Cape Town. The report highlights the

marked contrasts between Johannesburg and Cape Town in terms of the treatment of Africans:

“At Camp’s Bay the pleasure seeking citizens of the Mother City were keenly interested in what
they were doing. There were those who were bathing and did not bother about what others were
doing while some sat on the rocks watching the waves of the sea... I looked about and saw no
police man. I went to the pavilion and there was no one to kick me out. After spending an hour
at this Mecca of pleasure, | boarded a tram and returned to the city. In the tram, I sat where |
liked and no conductor ordered me out, and told them this was not a “Kaffir” tram. He came to
collect the fare and thanked me politely for paying it. When I got to the city, I decided to visit the
Gardens near the Houses of Parliament. It was about 12 midday and I thought I would spend a few
minutes there before lunch. I entered the Gardens and then looked about to make sure there was
no policeman to chase me away. As I did so, my eyes fell upon a black man who was reading a
newspaper, sitting on a bench not far from a European who sat smoking a pipe. This assured me
that there was no trouble in store for me. This being the first time for me to be in a park I roamed
about in order to see what a park looks like, to see if there is anything sacred in it, which makes
the whites of Johannesburg forbid a black man to go into the parks of the Golden City. I found
nothing sacred except beauty and the freshness of the air ““ (“Under The Shadow”, 1936b).

The administration of parks as well as ‘native locations’ in Johannesburg fell initially under the aegis
of the parks and estate committee. As a result, the financial affairs of the ‘native location’ competed
with the zoological garden for the committee’s attention. Maud (1938, p. 10) points out that for several
years “the annual estimate expenditure on Natives and on the zoo roughly coincided”. During 1925 a
third municipal location was established situated Skm. east of Johannesburg city centre amid mining
land. The siting of Eastern Native Township was so that its residents might travel easily to town
variously “on foot, by train, bus or bicycle” (Janisch, 1941, p. 3). The major geographical focus of
settlement however was in and around the slumyards which were accessible to job opportunities in
and around the Johannesburg CBD and industrial areas (Figure 1). In 1931 construction began of
a further new township at Orlando, 15km to the south-west of Johannesburg centre. Orlando was
heralded as a ‘model native village” and would form the nucleus of modern-day Soweto (Lewis, 1966;
Morris, 1980).
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Figure 1. The Changing Spatial Patterns of Black (African) residential Areas in Johannesburg 1930-1960

Source: Author

During the early 1930s the city council sought to promote in various ways Orlando as an attractive
residential space for Black residence. In 1932 The Bantu World carried reports that the city council
organized special trains for 3000 Africans to visit Orlando on a community picnic (“Huge Bantu
Community”, 1932). For these visitors to the show houses on site the Council’s central message was
that Orlando offered great possibilities as it was “ideally situated and when fully built will certainly be
one of the centres of attraction on the Rand” (“Huge Bantu Community”, 1932). Advertisements were
regularly placed in the black press by the Municipal Native Affairs Department to popularize Orlando
as “the model township” which provided attractive residence accommodation and an environment
of good medical services, recreational spaces and transport access for workers to the city (Figure 2).
In other reports produced for the Council the emphasis was upon the development of a ‘progressive
community’, a settlement with ‘well-laid out streets’, semi-detached houses, and with a future imagined
“to be greater than Zimbabwe” (“Orlando destined to be”, 1933). An article appearing on the leader
page of The Bantu World in November 1932 reflected as follows: “the conditions under which people
can live at Orlando, although not altogether acceptable to the majority of the Bantu community are

nevertheless far better than those prevailing at the Eastern and Western Native township” (“Huge
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Bantu Community”, 1932). The report continued “Orlando is still in the making” and “The Bantu
people will be well-advised if they could take advantage of the offers made by the City Council and
dig themselves in at Orlando. That is to say, they should buy the houses built by the Municipality and

build their own houses”.

Figure 2. Marketing Orlando

Source: “Orlando Future Home”, 1933.

Notwithstanding this positive messaging about Orlando—mostly emanating from Johannesburg
municipal authorities—the opportunities offered for residence in these distant, bleak and regimented
new townships were rejected by many, if not the majority, of the city’s Black residents. In addition, the
editorials and front-page leads in The Bantu World regularly “lashed out at segregationist legislation”
(Switzer, 1988, p. 363). Eschewing life in Orlando with its poor transport connections into the
central city, most Black inhabitants preferred instead to live either in the expanding slumyard areas
close to town or in one of the few remaining freehold areas for Black residence, most notably at the
Western Areas, namely Sophiatown, Martindale or Newclare. By the 1930s, however, the squalor
and overcrowding of the slumyards was a trigger for public alarm and at a time when the municipal
authorities in Johannesburg began to proclaim certain areas of the city exclusively for white residents
(Trump, 1979; Beavon, 2004). As part of its programme for racial segregation during the 1930s an
attack was launched on the existence of the ‘slumyards’ by proclaiming these areas for occupation
by whites (Koch, 1981; Parnell, 2003). The progressive clearance of the inhabitants of the slumyards
was facilitated by the enactment of the 1934 Slums Act which further reinforced the arsenal of

segregationist legislation (Trump, 1979; Maylam, 1995). In the early period of the clearance of the
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slumyards residents resisted removal to municipal locations such as Orlando and opted to move either
to the freehold areas, other yard areas still to be cleared or to Alexandra a freehold settlement which
was outside the municipal boundaries. In 1935 it was estimated that of Johannesburg’s 200 000 Black
population only around 11 percent were residents of the urban space that would become Soweto.
This geographical pattern of settlement soon would shift in radical fashion as with the advance of
slum clearance the potential residential alternatives became ever more constrained. At the close of the
1930s the freehold townships of the Western Areas could absorb only a fraction of former slumyard
residents seeking accommodation there (Proctor, 1979). For the former slumyard dwellers the march
of clearance of the yards increasingly meant a forced removal to the hated municipal locations and
most especially to the distant township of Orlando where the municipal authority was massively
directing its housing construction efforts (Koch, 1981). The growth of this space as the pivot of Black
residence in Johannesburg was now assured as new township expansion consolidated around the
nucleus of Orlando (Lewis, 1966). This shifting geography of settlement confirms the contention of
Maylam (2005) that the ‘township’ has been a key institution historically for the making of urban
segregation in South Africa. Figure 1 charts in detail the changing residential spaces for Africans in
the city of Johannesburg. It shows the reduction in the areas of settlement close to the inner city and

the accompanying growth of the townships around Orlando that would become Soweto.

The March of Imposed Racial Segregation Post-1948

At the onset of the apartheid period racial-spatial segregation therefore was well-advanced in
Johannesburg. By 1950 the population in Soweto was around 200 000 or 40 percent of the Black
population in Johannesburg and surrounds. Table 1 shows the estimated distribution of Black residents
in Johannesburg for 1950.

Although the Group Areas Act of 1950 is commonly cited to explain segregation in urban South
Africa it was only one of many pieces of legislation enacted over the years for effecting segregation
(Maylam, 2005). As observed by van Rooyen and Lemanski (2020, p. 21) the legal and spatial dynamics
of the apartheid era merely “entrenched the urban separation of population groups introduced in
the colonial era”. In the case of Johannesburg Pirie and Hart (1985) point out that long before 1950
racial divisions already were established in the city’s ordering of highly segregated settlements. The
construction of municipal hostels in Johannesburg has a history that goes back to 1912 with the
first hostel being at Mai Mai (Pirie & da Silva, 1986). Accordingly, by 1950, at the beginning of
the apartheid era, the residence of the mass of Johannesburg’s Black population was in the tightly
controlled environments of Soweto townships, the remaining small municipal townships (Western
and Eastern Native), municipal or mine compounds, hostels or domestic servants who lived either in

the backyards of white suburbia or in the ‘locations in the sky’ (Table 1).

94



Rogerson, Christian M. -
The Inhospitable City: Historical Racial Segregation in Johannesburg c. 1890-1970

Table 1. Estimated Distribution of Johannesburg’s Black Population, 1950

Area/Accommodation Type Population

Soweto (Orlando, Moroka, Jabavu, Pimville) 203,000
Western Native Township 17,000
Eastern Native Township 5,000

Municipal Hostels 13,000
Municipal Compounds 11,000
Licensed private compounds (industry, hospitals) 34,000
Mine Compounds 47,000
Domestic Servants 70,000
Freehold Black Townships (Sophiatown, Martindale, Newclare) 87,000
Peri-Urban areas (Alexandra) 93,380
TOTAL: Johannesburg (including peri-urban surrounds) 580,380

Data Source: City of Johannesburg, 1950, p. 2

Importantly, in terms of the changing geography of Black settlement in Johannesburg only the
residents of the freehold townships of Sophiatown, Martindale and Newclare could escape the tight
control of municipal officialdom (Frankel, 1979; Crankshaw, 2005). The continued existence of these
‘Western Areas’ represented the final major obstacle to the racial-spatial ordering of Johannesburg
(Van Tonder, 1993). Sophiatown was a multi-racial community close to the city centre which accorded
convenient access to workplaces (Figure 1). The settlement had been established in 1897. During the
1940s the area’s residents were under threat of removal by proposals made in 1945 for its conversion
to an industrial township. Although this threat was not realized an editorial in The Bantu World
expressed the view that “If there is anything which is poisoning the relations between White and Black
in this country it is this constant removal of African people from one place to another” (“Proposed
Removal”, 1945). It continued as follows by pinpointing that this “sense of insecurity is doing a great
deal to antagonize Africans against Europeans” engendering thereby a sense of bitterness “in which
the seeds of race hatred are sown by propagandists and agitators”. In 1949 Sophiatown was described
still as an area which was ‘predominantly occupied by natives’ (Rabkin, 1975, p. 27) but that it housed
also a mixed population that included Chinese, Indian, Coloureds (mixed-race) as well as a small
number of white people (Leta, 2020).

Unlike the bleak conditions of the controlled municipal locations, life in the freehold areas such as
Sophiatown, albeit uncomfortable, often violent and nearly always overcrowded, was characterised
by mutual aid, interdependence and community solidarity which extended to the most ordinary and
important details of everyday life (Lodge, 1981). Throughout the 1940s and until its destruction in the
mid-1950s Sophiatown was the centre of black cultural activity on the Witwatersrand (Coplan, 1985;
Jeffrey, 1991). For Coplan (1985 as cited in Jeffreys, 1991, p. 124)) in terms of culture Sophiatown set
the pace and style and was described as “a slum of dreams, a battleground of the heart”. In the 1950s,
according to Hart and Pirie (1984, p. 42), the cosmopolitan township of Sophiatown boasted an air

of openness and freedom which was unusual for urban South Africa, and they write of ‘the soul’ of
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Sophiatown. Rabkin (1975, p. 27) maintains it was “a heterogeneous human mass, a complex of differ-
ent cultures, and yet a group of people united by a sense of ownership”. Lodge (1981) stresses that the
Western Areas were not locations rather they were suburbs which, unlike the soulless locations, were
not fenced off, had no superintendent and where nobody had to request permission from authorities
to live there. Another major difference was that as compared to the geometrically planned municipal
locations these areas were difficult to police and control (Lodge, 1981). According to Rabkin (1975,
p. 27) the area’s special quality “was that it partook of the life of the city”. Sophiatown was styled as
“unique in its era, because it contradicted the purpose of the apartheid laws” (Leta, 2021, p. 1).

The electoral victory of the National Party in 1948 reinforced at the national scale a commitment to
achieving racial-spatial segregation in South African urban areas. As observed by van Rooyen (2022,
p. 32) apartheid planners “approached city form as a structure for social and spatial control”. In 1951
it was announced that the Western Areas would be cleared under the guise of slum areas removals.
Leta (2020) points out it was unjustifiably declared a slum because the apartheid government simply
wanted to separate the races. The inhabitants of the Western Areas were forcefully removed from
1955 until the early 1960s. The details of the destruction of the freehold township of Sophiatown and
of its community are documented in studies by Lodge (1981), Hart and Pirie (1984) and Pirie and Hart
(1985). Arguably, whilst the apartheid government no longer accepted that places such as Sophiatown
performed a useful function in the urban milieu more deeper-rooted reasons for the excision of the
Western Areas must be sought. Lodge (1981) attributes the major cause of the destruction of these
areas to the fact that they were viewed as ‘hotbeds of resistance’ and strongholds of an organized
potential political challenge to the apartheid regime.

In January 1955 the first removal notices were served on Sophiatown residents to relocate to the
soulless township of Meadowlands which became part of Soweto. By 1957 a total of 7000 families —
approximately 33 000 people — had been displaced from the Western Areas (Pirie and Hart, 1985; van
Tonder, 1993). Pirie and Hart (1985: 394) stress “that relocation was not negotiable by black residents
or property owners”. In terms of residence homeownership rights for Blacks in Johannesburg these
almost entirely disappeared as a result of the demolition of freehold townships in the Western Areas
removal (Crankshaw, 2005). Following the excision of Sophiatown it was replaced by a newly-built
residential township which was for exclusive white occupancy (Knevel, 2015; Leta, 2020). The nam-
ing of the new white township as named Triomf (‘triumph’ in Afrikaans) signalled that the Afrikaans
government had ‘triumphed’ by moving Africans from so-termed ‘white’ land. The former Black
residents of Sophiatown were to be relocated to the controlled townships of Soweto (Lewis, 1966).
Nevertheless, family housing in the ‘matchbox’ houses of Soweto was made available only to those
Blacks with full ‘urban rights’ which were secured either by being born in Johannesburg or living
and working in the city on a continuous basis for ten years with the same employer or 15 years with
different employers. Those without full urban rights were not allowed to bring their families to live
with them in Johannesburg and thus compelled to reside either in the ‘locations in the sky’ domestic

servant rooms or in hostels provided for either by private employers or the state (Crankshaw, 2005).
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By the early 1960s the battle for the making of Johannesburg as a segregated city essentially was
over. In terms of the final steps for consolidating the Black population in Soweto the Western Native
Township was proclaimed (under Group Areas legislation) as a space for the exclusive occupation of
Coloureds and resulting in a further bout of removals to Soweto (Beavon, 2004). By the mid-1960s
the only Blacks legally resident in the ‘white’ space therefore were those staying in the municipal-run
compounds, the small community at Eastern Native Township, or those who were part of the large
community of domestic servants spread across white Johannesburg suburbia. Until the apartheid
period only slow growth occurred in the establishment of new hostels in Johannesburg. The municipal
authority bowed to pressures from national government about its territorial intentions and determined
not to erect any new hostels outside of municipal townships. A vital trigger for hostel construction
in the 1950s was national government legislation in 1955 which was designed to extend further race
zoning into the vertical dimension (Pirie & da Silva, 1986). As documented by Mather (1987) rooftop
lodging for African workers and domestic servants—the ‘locations in the sky’—were targeted for
removal under a 1955 amendment to the Natives (Urban Areas) Act. New hostel construction resumed
in the 1960s with the building of five new municipal hostels, three in Soweto and two hostels in
Johannesburg which were replacements for those considered as too close to designated white residential
spaces (Pirie & da Silva, 1986). In addition to the municipal hostels there existed a scatter of mine
hostels and private worker hostels which mainly had been established by large industrial enterprises.
Finally, in completing the landscape of tightly controlled areas of Black residence in Johannesburg,
Pirie (1988) draws our attention to the on-site barrack-like housing—so-called ‘compounds’—which
were built by local authorities for the shelter of the city’s essential service workers. Figure 1 evidences
the dramatic shifts which occurred in patterns of Black residence in Johannesburg between 1945 and
1960. Most striking is that the mapping highlights the advance of racial segregation during this period.

Overall, the burgeoning population growth of the townships of Soweto marked the triumph of the
Johannesburg municipality in its reshaping of the geography of Black residence in the city (Lewis,
1966; Morris, 1980). During the 1960s the council issued several booklets to highlight its proclaimed
‘great achievements’ in the building of Soweto. Among the most notable of these publications was
“Happy Living”, a production of the Johannesburg Non-European Affairs Department (Johannesburg
City Council, 1964). This pamphlet offered a showcase of ‘Bantu life in the city’ and stressed the
successes of the municipal authorities in establishing Soweto as a segregated ‘hospitable’ residential
space with amenities for Africans. Remarkably, the document acknowledges that a major stream of
funding for housing development and services in the townships derives from the local municipal
monopoly in the manufacture and sale of sorghum based ‘Bantu beer’ (Figure 3). In the inhospitable
city township residents’ improvement of services therefore depended in large measure upon drinking
more beer. The central messaging in this publication was of township residents in Soweto enjoying
‘full and happy lives’ and with the credit due to both good municipal governance as well as national
government policies (Johannesburg City Council, 1964). This narrative was repeated in the launch of

the first official guided township tours which were introduced in the 1960s (Rogerson & Rogerson,
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2021c). As Booyens (2021) stresses these tours became propaganda vehicles for apartheid planning
as they constituted specially guided tours conducted for official, political visitors as well as the small

handful of curious leisure tourists that journeyed into Soweto during the 1960s.

Figure 3. Funding Township Development in The Inhospitable City

Source: Johannesburg City Council, 1964.

CONCLUSION

The question of racial urban segregation has generated an increasing scholarship in South Africa
with researchers seeking to account for the imperatives and mechanisms that have governed the
process (Maylam, 1995). It is now widely acknowledged that the overall picture is one in which
the roots of urban racial segregation have an extended history that pre-dates the implementation of

apartheid planning in the post-1948 period. This article contributes a perspective from historical
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geography and incorporates the mapping out of the shifting spatial zones for African settlement in
Johannesburg. It demonstrates that segregation has been evolving over an extended period of time in
South Africa’s largest city. Arguably, for its African residents Johannesburg has been an inhospitable
urban environment as its marginalized populations have been progressively excised from spaces close
to the commercial heart of the city. The institution of the township has been critical in the segregation
process as historically unfolded in Johannesburg. The critical moments in the apartheid years
surrounded the clearance of the freehold settlements of the Western Areas and most importantly the
destruction of Sophiatown. The spatial outcome of the decades-long clearances of spaces of African
settlement has been the establishment and expansion of the townships of Soweto as the most visible

manifestation of racial urban segregation which was achieved finally in the period of high apartheid.
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