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Summary

This thesis examines perceptions of social difference by white residents of South African

cities in general, and Durban in particular, with regard to urban racial desegregation. Under

apartheid, segregated cities were created by a white hegemony that was driven by what can

be called a segregationist mindset, a belief in the existence of discrete racial groupings, and

the importance of keeping such groups apart. As cities have undergone a process of

desegregation over the last two decades, the people who believed in the appropriateness of

racial segregation have been thrown into crisis. This crisis revolves around the mismatch

between old beliefs about the best way to plan and manage an ordered, modern city with

homogenous zones created through the use of strong boundaries, and contemporary realities

of mixing, free transgression across boundaries, creating for some the impression of

disorder. This thesis concentrates on white responses to three forms of desegregation: the

arrival of street traders in the CBD, the arrival of squatters alongside suburbs, and the

arrival of non-white middle class groups in suburbs. Discourse analysis of interviews with

residents and newspaper material explores the way in which segregationist mindsets have

adapted to the new non-racial atmosphere, where separation is no longer justifiable on racial

grounds. In an attempt to avoid the impasse that usually results from debates around the

relative importance of race and class, this discussion argues that the use of both race and

class by whites has to be understood within the broader attempts by white people to achieve

certain senses of themselves through the manipulation of identity and space.
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 Amakoologic

Written and sung by Durban musician Syd Kitchen 1999

Wildebeest Records, Distributed by Universal Music

Step up, we’ve got people on the street, with nowhere to go, with nothing to eat, with
nothing to show, with only their love and grace from above, keeping them going on.

We got kids in pain, raised in a drain, sniffing cheap glue in a macabre worldview of
Heaven.

“Why is there no more window shopping in the evenings?”

This way for yuppies in boats and 4X4’s, popping champagne when the market soars,
avarice and greed fuelling the need, keeping them going on.

We got jetskis, cellphones, weekends at the summer home, holidays abroad, no one’s ever
bored in Heaven.

“Does it matter who shares in the pain of the morning?”
*
Step up, we’ve got violence in the air, hijacking in the street, anger and despair in everyone

you meet, polarization, marginalisation, keeping it going on.
We got rape for fun, kids with guns, paedophiles with sickly smiles in Heaven.

“Does anybody know who won the game?”

This way for bourgeois fears, the electric fence, “neighbourhood watch”, middleclass
defence, patrol car cruising, the fear of losing, keeping them going on.

We got guard dogs, battlements, social testaments, sounding, and alarm that all’s not calm
in Heaven.

“Do you need any more sauce with your chicken?”
*
Step up, we got the African dream, renaissance, people on the move, post-Colonial dance,

some with vision, pushing transition, to change what’s going on.
We got cyberspace, internet, search and find, disconnect, operate, calibrate, designate,

liberate your Heaven.

“Who are the people moving in upstairs?”

This way for the global village, imperial trust, economic welfare based on trust, sinister
funding, organised plundering, keeping it going on.

We got brand names, common sound, shared games, common ground, CNN, BBC, new-age
tools to set you free in Heaven.

“Is this the age of dawning of whatever?”

*Chorus: Aren’t you amazed, it’s so alive, every day, and every night, in every way
amakoologic , I see it everywhere amakoologic
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Introduction: In Search of the

“Rainbow Nation”

F.W. De Klerk, State President, Opening of Parliament, 2 February 1990

The general election on 6 September 1989, placed our country irrevocably on the road
of drastic change. Underlying this is the growing realisation by an increasing number
of South Africans that only a negotiated understanding among the representative
leaders of the entire population can ensure lasting peace… Today I am able to
announce far-reaching decisions in this connection...
• The prohibition of the African National Congress, the Pan Africanist Congress,

the South African Communist Party and a number of subsidiary organisations is
being rescinded.

• People serving prison sentences merely because they were members of one of
these organisations or because they committed another offence which was merely
an offence because a prohibition on one of the organisations was in force, will be
identified and released. …

These decisions by the Cabinet are in accordance with the Government’s declared
intention to normalise the political process in South Africa without jeopardising the
maintenance of the good order.

In April of 1994, South Africans of all races stood in queues, sometimes for many hours, in

order to vote in the country’s first multi-racial election. It was the end point of a four year

process begun by F.W. De Klerk’s opening of parliament in 1990, which effectively marked

the National Party government’s complete abandonment of apartheid policies of racial

segregation and white minority rule. De Klerk’s actions allowed for a relatively peaceful

and mutually accommodating negotiated transition in South Africa rather than the feared

alternative scenarios of civil war and revolution. Few could quite believe the ease with

which South Africa slipped from white minority rule to democracy. During the April 1994

elections, some white people stocked up on supplies of canned food, candles and bottled

water in case the elections turned apocalyptic. This seemingly silly response to the

transition underlines the tremendous achievement of the 1994 elections which marked the

nation’s passage into terrain that was previously unthinkable both domestically and abroad.

Just three years prior to the release of Nelson Mandela, British Prime Minister Margaret

Thatcher said “anyone who thinks the ANC is going to run the [South African] government
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is living in cloud-cukooland”.1 If the ANC’s rise to power was surprising to Thatcher, how

much more so to white South Africans who had been taught to fear the ANC as the

embodiment of ruin? White minority governments had specialised in creating a sense of

fear and their very basis of legitimacy was the supposed threat of catastrophic disaster in the

form of “oorstrooming” (being overwhelmed), “swart gevaar” (black peril) from within, and

“rooi gevaar” (red/communist peril) and the “total onslaught” from beyond the borders.

Through the policies of apartheid, white people’s very sense of security and social order

was underpinned by racial segregation and black disenfranchisement. Every threat by black

people to break out of their allocated positions on the landscape, in society and in politics

was read as potentially disastrous. The 1976 Soweto Uprising by school children, in which

566 died, was a particularly dark moment which seemed, for many, “the end of the world”.

Rian Malan, a left wing author writing on the transition, describes his experiences on that

day:

Towards sunset, I went out into the streets of Jo’burg, and it was as though the world had
ended. There were no people, no cars, no city sounds. The black work force had rushed
home to Soweto as news of the trouble spread, and whites were cowering behind locked
doors, waiting. We all knew this was coming, you see; we knew it in our bones. A day
would come when the blacks would rise up and surge through the city, and we’d all wind
up on the roofs of our burning American-dream split-levels, begging the baying horde for
mercy. (Malan 1990: 78)

Apocalypse, it seems, was at the forefront of many minds in the final decades of apartheid.

Waves of emigration to the UK, Australia, New Zealand, US and Canada resulted from the

Soweto Uprising. Yet, despite a further decade and a half of detention without trial, states of

emergency and desperate defence of the borders against “the communist threat”, “the end”

never came and South Africa found itself being celebrated, in the words of Anglican

Archbishop Desmond Tutu, as a miracle “Rainbow Nation”.

In 1995 the country hosted and won the Rugby World Cup. The event was rich with the

symbolism of reconciliation – a game that previously, in South Africa, symbolised

Afrikaner nationalism was celebrated under a new flag with a new national anthem,

combining the black liberation’s Nkosi Sikilel’ iAfrica and Afrikaner Nationalism’s Die

Stem. The main crowd chant and unofficial anthem was Shosholoza, an old Zulu miner’s

song sung lustily by white rugby supporters as if it had been their own. Most strikingly, the

winner’s cup was handed to the South African captain by the newly elected Nelson

Mandela, who had been imprisoned for 27 years by the very same nationalist government

that idolised rugby as a “white man’s sport”. The national mood after the elections, as

                                                
1 Haysom, Cheetah “Is the Author Just Homesick, or are we Living in Cloud Cukooland?” The Sunday
Independent. 21 September 1997, p. 17
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symbolised by the rugby victory, was one of delirious optimism, not the least amongst

many whites who enjoyed the nation’s new status as darling of the world’s media. Now free

to travel and trade without the restrictions of sanctions and moral condemnation, whites

adapted quickly to new political conditions.

However, the “shosholoza factor” was short-lived and by 1996, die-hard white

conservatives began, once again, to wave the old “apartheid” flag at rugby events.2 Rugby

became symbolic of resistance to change as a result not only of the behaviour of some of its

supporters but the South African Rugby and Football Union itself which refused to accept a

quota system forcing it to include more black players (Figure 2). One reporter suggested

that the “downward spiralling from the elation and national camaraderie” surrounding the

World Cup paralleled national events such as “the break-up of the Government of National

Unity; the plummeting value of the Rand; rampant criminal anarchy; vigilante near-

anarchy; Wild West shoot outs …; accusations and counter accusations of bribery and

corruption”.3

Figure 2: The Observer, 26 October 1997, p. 9

                                                
2 “You’re offside, Boks” Saturday Paper, 17 August 1996, p. 3 (Kirk, Paul)
3 “The Ugly Flip-side of the Shosholoza Coin” Saturday Paper. 24 August 1996, p 8 (Linscott, Graham)
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Desperate attempts to recapture the sport-induced “feel good” moments of 1995 failed,

with South Africa’s bids to host the Olympics and Soccer World Cup dashed in 1997 and

2000 respectively.4 Emigration by those whites who feared the future once again resumed

apace and observers lamented the “brain drain” of the skilled from the country. 5 The threat

of a suburban apocalypse remained ever present, as a result of the high profile land

invasions in Zimbabwe, South Africa’s alter ego and neighbour. One journalist writing

about the property market began his article with the following evocative lines

Hitler Hunzvi6 is going to eat your lunch. He is at your dining table, his hand up your
daughter’s skirt. His men defile the most personal possessions in your home, which they
say is theirs, then slaughter your spouse and children. That is nightmare number one right
now in the white suburbs of Southern Africa, relegating to number two and three ruin from
massive property taxes or interest rate hikes. This time, of course, the Zimbabwe land
invasions pierce an eternal archetype: the home as the castle and safe as a house. Fear
ripples out from Harare to Johannesburg, Durban and Cape Town.7

An overwhelming sense of insecurity therefore survived the transition to democracy and, as

this quote suggests, even homes were an inadequate source of refuge from tumultuous

political events.

The “Shosholoza factor”, so intimately connected with Mandela, was well and truly

buried with Mandela’s departure from the presidency in 1999 and the arrival of Thabo

Mbeki. Described as “shadowy”, “enigmatic”, “aloof”, and more “pro-black”, Mbeki’s

language was overtly concerned with the injustices of the past and confronting white

privilege. The “Rainbow Nation” was declared a failed project when the language of non-

racial multi-culturalism was replaced by Mbeki’s African-nationalist language of the

“African Renaissance”.8 In particular, Mbeki raised the issue of racism far more liberally

than Mandela, placing it squarely on the national and international agenda as a problem to

be confronted. 9 At the opening of parliament of 2000, a decade almost to the day after F.W.

De Klerk announced the end of apartheid, Mbeki assessed the state of the nation by quoting

a racist email that had been brought to his attention.

                                                
4 “The Struggle for Feelgood moments Continues” Sunday Independent. 14 September 1997, p. 10
(Langa, Mandla)
5 “New Revelations Show Exodus is Reaching Flood Level” Mercury. 12 November 1999 (Dynes,
Michael)
6 Hitler Hunzvi gained notoriety in 2000 as a leader of Zimbabwean “war veterans” and one of the main
instigators of the farm invasions.
7 “A property owner’s nightmare” Mail and Guardian 15 June 2000 (Ian Fife)
8 “Has our Nation Reached the end of the Rainbow?” Sunday Tribune. 21 September 1997. p. 23
(Filatova, Airina); “ANC: Towards Genuine Non-racialism” Witness. 9 July 1997, p. 8 (Carrim, Yunus)
9 “Too Much Talk of Racism” Sunday Independent. 26 July 1998, p 10, (editorial).
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Thabo Mbeki, State President, Opening of Parliament, 4 February 2000

At no other point of time have we ever been as well placed as we are today to take
decisive forward steps, towards the creation of the humane and people-centred society
for which the organisations that were unbanned ten years ago struggled for many
decades.

Last month, the Food and Allied Workers Union came across correspondence in
the electronic mail of one of our companies. This correspondence originated from an
engineer within this company, who has since been dismissed.

As the Honourable Members will recall, among other things, this engineer wrote:

“I would like to summarise what the Kaffirs have done to stuff up this country
since they came into power...If a white buys a house, he pays transfer duties. If a
kaffir buys a house it is free of duties because he was ‘previously
disadvantaged’...More than 20% of the GDP is embezzled by the kaffir politicians
and corrupt civil servants...The UIF and state pension funds have been
embezzled...Our girlfriends/wives are in constant threat of being brutally raped by
some AIDS infected Kaffir (or gang of Kaffirs)...Everyday someone you know is
either robbed, assaulted, hijacked or murdered...Half these black bastards have
bought their (drivers) licences from corrupt traffic cops....All I am saying is that
AIDS isn’t working fast enough!!!”

Our successes in the struggle to move our country from apartheid to democracy
have led many in our country to reach the premature conclusion that racism in South
Africa is dead.

This is despite the obvious and naked fact that to this day and unavoidably, the
racial divisions, inequalities and prejudices of the past continue to characterise our
society.

Some in our country are so determined to close their eyes to this reality that those
who are forced to swallow the bitter fruit of racial inequality and arrogance are
regularly rebuked for speaking out against the pain they continue to endure.

Such unadorned statements as those made by the company engineer serve a very
important function in that they bring us face to face with the brutality of the racism
that will continue to exist in our society unless all of us engage this monster
consciously and systematically.

Mbeki’s crusade against racism internationally culminated in September of 2001, when

Durban hosted the World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia

and Related Intolerance. Domestically, the issue of “racism” occupied national

consciousness in a number of forms, and it is useful to briefly examine four of these in

order to provide a sense of the national approach to racism after apartheid. Firstly, there

have been instances of so-called “hate crimes” consisting of both physical abuse and verbal

racial insults. Newspaper reports have carried stories of the physical abuse of black people

by whites, such as the much publicised dragging of a black electricity worker behind a

vehicle.10 In July 1998, two workers for Escom – the electricity utility – were attempting to

conduct routine work on a farm when they were accosted by the white farm owner who

arrived saying “Kaffirs, kaffirs, kaffirs ... I’m going to kill you like dogs today”. The farmer

                                                
10 “Eight Hours of Hell on a Parys Farm” Mail and Guardian . 17 July 1998
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proceeded to drag one of them behind his motorbike. The incident resonated chillingly with

a Klu Klux Klan killing the previous month in the US in which a black person was dragged

to his death. Newspapers have also reported “white men randomly [opening] fire on passing

blacks” while “shouting racial slurs”.11 Other racial abuse that was not physically violent

was also covered such as the circulation of emails likening a political leader to a gorilla and,

of course, the statement read out by Mbeki at the opening of parliament in 2000. 12

Secondly, there has been open resistance to racial integration. Several former white

schools hit the headlines for violent confrontations as white parents and pupils resisted

racial integration. In Vryberg, a small farming town in the North West province, black

students protested at the lack of English medium teaching and having been called “kaffirs”

and “trash” by teachers. The heavy police presence and tension of the incident promoted

one journalist to liken the incident to the 1976 Soweto Uprising. 13 At another school, a

sixteen year old school pupil was quoted as saying that the

“Rainbow nation is [shit]. We’re not interested with what happens in places like
Johannesburg. We were raised on farms where black people work for us, not with us. Look
how badly they live! We don’t want to mix with them. They have their place and we have
ours”.14

A parent of the school commented, in the same article,

Everybody has to decide who they want to mix with. It’s about knowing your place and not
trying to be friends with people who you know don’t want you. We have a right to be with
our own kind. I’m not a racist, but it’s about choice.

Thirdly, racism has emerged in reference to the unequal distribution of resources as a

legacy of apartheid. In particular, the government has been attempting to overcome racial

bias in the appointment of employees, and argues in favour of affirmative action. Where a

black applicant for a job has the potential to become a useful employee in that particular

position, they should, according to the government, be hired in order to counter the gross

inequality in employment patterns. Many whites virulently oppose affirmative action and

employment equity saying that the principle of hiring should be “the best person for the

job”, and people should be employed according to existing and not potential “merit”. These

groups complain that affirmative action is putting people in jobs not up to the task, which is

                                                
11 “Spate of Racial Attacks in the North” Mail and Guardian. 13 August 1998 (Ndzhukula, Leonard)
12 A Toyota manger in Durban lost his job after sending an email which juxtaposed pictures of the
Zimbabwean president Robert Mugabe and a gorilla. (“Manager fired over ‘racist’ email” Mail and
Guardian. 28 July 2000)
13 “Fear and Loathing in the Kalahari” Mail and Guardian 1 May 1996 (Pearce, Justin)
14 “Another Dark Place of Learning” Mail and Guardian. 31 March 1998 (Johnson, Angella). Also see
Amupadhi, Hoshua “ Police to Monitor Racism in School” Mail and Guardian. 8 August 1996, p. 8;
Barron, Chris “Tough Going at Race School” Sunday Times. 11 August 1996, p. 3



Desegregating Minds, Chapter 1 7

detrimental to the business concerned and the economy generally. As well as opposition on

economic grounds, affirmative action is described as “reviving” the issue of racism. In a

1998 policy document, the Democratic Party argued that like any racially based policy of

redistribution, affirmative action was wrong. They describe it as “apartheid in reverse” or

“reverse racism” or “a re-racialisation” (Democratic Party 1998). Former president F.W. De

Klerk complained, in 1996, that the “African National Congress sounds more and more like

an apartheid party because they talk of race all the time”.15 Opponents of affirmative action,

then, use a narrow definition of racism taken to mean simple reference to race, rather than

the government’s definition of racism as a broader set of social inequalities.

Finally, the issue of “racism” emerged in investigations into the media conducted by

the Human Rights Commission (HRC), a state institution established in 1995 to support

“constitutional democracy” (SAHRC 2000: 5). One of the newspapers under investigation

was the Mail and Guardian, a weekly newspaper owned by the Guardian in the UK.

Having established their progressive credentials in the 1980s as a vociferous opponent of

apartheid, the newspaper was indignant when they were summonsed to attend a hearing,

with the editor stating that that “racist is the most provocative insult that can be levelled

against my colleagues and me” (SAHRC 2000: 60). The accusations made against the Mail

and Guardian revolved around a number of corruption exposés carried by the paper which

critics argued only dealt with black people.16 The ruling African National Congress also

made a submission to the HRC regarding a 1998 article in particular that was highly critical

of Thabo Mbeki, then deputy president. They argued that this article was an example of

racism, a position they maintained even though it was revealed that a black female

journalist had been the author. As the case developed, the chair of the Human Rights

Commission Barney Pityana, outlined a wider set of assertions that the “white media”

practiced “subliminal racism” which had the effect of creating “a negative image of

Africans”17 whether this was intended or not. Subliminal racism was described elsewhere as

distinct from “naked racism”,18 the latter being crude and overt, while the former was covert

and subtle (SAHRC 2000: 60). The notion of “subliminal racism” was intended to allow for

the possibility that a racist idea could “be held and acted on without conscious intention –

even in the presence of anti-racist conscious beliefs” (SAHRC 2000: 59). Anti-racist

pretences indicate that the mind is simply defending itself from thoughts and feelings it

                                                
15 “Liberal Bigotry: Old and New” Mail and Guardian. 13 February 1998 (Roberts, Ronald)
16 “Queen of the Race Card” Mail and Guardian . 10 March 2000 (Kindra, Jaspreet)
17 “Pityana Prejudged the Media” Mail and Guardian. 25 February2000 (Barrell, Howard)
18 Mahlangu, Ndaweni, Premier of Mpumalanga Province, 11 February 2001 “Address At The Opening
Of The Mpumalanga Legislature” www.gov.za 
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would rather not have. The commission argued that because “of the prevailing power

relations, the reality in South Africa is that racism is manifested as white racism. That is a

fact” (SAHRC 2000: 62).

Figure 3: Jonathan Shapiro. Mail and Guardian. 25 August 2000

In defence of its South African newspaper, the Guardian complained that “there is

something McCarthyite in hauling journalists before a panel asking them, in effect, ‘Are

you now or have you ever been a racist’?”19 The commission was criticised for engaging in

a “witch hunt”, and it was argued that the “race card” is used against any critic when

criticism happens to cross racial lines simply to de-legitimate their criticism. 20 The

newspaper’s supporters suggested that rather than confuse the issue with types of racism

that were intangible, it would be better to combat visible forms of racism (Figure 3).21 Some

complained that this incident had undone the achievement of the democratic transition as it

had placed “race” back on the national agenda.

Having kicked out the National Party because of its racist policies we’re heading back in
exactly the same direction. Instead of regarding other South Africans as just people, we’re
busy tying racial tags round our necks again, just like the Nats did with the last three
numbers on our ID books and in the dompas, and checking people for crinkly hair. So here
we go, blinded by tears, self-pity or often totally pointless and inapplicable remorse,

                                                
19 Editorial Guardian. 15 February 2000
20 “Defy Barny’s Thought Police” Mail and Guardian. 18 February 2000 (Kadalie, Rhoda)
21 “Crossfire: Exactly What is this ‘Racism?’” Mail and Guardian. 17 March 2000 (Harvey, Ebrahim)
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staggering into the future backwards, the euphoria of a new beginning evaporating like a
popped balloon. Bugger the rainbow. What a way to build a nation.22

Furthermore, some commentators described the HRC’s notion of “subliminal racism” as

nonsensical on the grounds that the very suffix “ism” implies that a person needs to make “a

conscious commitment to a point of view”.23 The frequent accusation of racism was seen to

result in the meaninglessness of the word

[Racist] is now invariably an epithet, used with such irresponsible abandon by politicians to
describe the real or imagined vices of their opponents, that it is in danger of losing its
condemnatory power. If this continues, soon calling somebody a racist will be a charge
roughly equivalent to suggesting that he is overfond of cream cakes. 24

Together, these debates around hate crimes, resistance in schools, affirmative action

and the media illustrate the lack of consensus surrounding the issue of racism. The ANC

government’s continued attention on race, believing that it is still a relevant category of

analysis, contrasts with the liberal call to “colour blindness” and that in denying the

existence of race it will become an irrelevant category. Racism can be taken to mean any of

a variety of things including hate crimes, the belief in a hierarchy of races, the depiction of

black people in a negative light and continued economic inequality. While “racism” remains

a slippery issue, however, there is widespread consensus that the “Rainbow Nation” is

floundering. The analogy of the “Rainbow Nation”, a cheerful image intended to convey the

nation’s transcendence of its history of racial division, became a symbol of failure rather

than achievement (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Jonathan Shapiro. Sowetan. 28 August 2000

                                                
22 “We Won – Don’t Lose it Now” Mail and Guardian 20 October 2000 (Tyler, Humphrey)
23 “The Truth about Liberals and Racists” Mail and Guardian . 4 December 1998 (Holiday, Anthony)
24 Holiday, Anthony “The Truth about Liberals and Racists” Mail and Guardian. 4 December 1998
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1 . 1  R A C E ,  SP A C E  A N D  UR B A N  D E S E G R E G A T I O N

The issue of “race” in South Africa is fundamentally a spatial issue. During the second half

of the twentieth century the ruling National Party implemented the policy of “apartheid”

which classified people into four races. The first of these was the “white” also referred to as

“European”, which included decedents of English and Dutch settlers. The largest group was

“black” also referred to as “Bantu” and “African” consisting of indigenous “tribes” or

“nations” such as the Zulu, Sotho, Khosa, Tswana, and Venda speaking people. The

coloured race were a mixed race group descendent from slave groups, indigenous

populations and immigrants in the Cape. Finally Indians or “Asian” had been imported in

the late 1800s as indentured labourers. Having assigned a race to each citizen, the

government then segregated races in order to minimise inter-racial contact. However, it

must be recognised that racial segregation was not the invention of the National Party when

it was voted to power in 1948. Rather, various elements of what became known as apartheid

were established in the preceding decades, and even centuries. When South Africa was

made a united country in 1910 by an act of the British parliament, one of its primary

concerns was the “native problem” which referred to the growing presence of black people

in cities who had been attracted by work opportunities primarily on mines. The presence of

these people was seen as a problem for a variety of reasons related to the racial

understanding of the superiority of Europeans and inferiority of Africans. It was feared that

problems would arise when black people, who were more “at home” in the rural, tribal

homestead, or kraal, were thrust into modern, civilised city life with which they were

supposedly not equipped to cope. Rich states that,

At one level, this ideology of urban segregationism and the rusticiation of the African
population in South Africa was a projection into the twentieth century of the more
traditional notions of cities as, in Sylvia Thrupp’s words, “the focal points of a civilisation
in its aspects of social order”. But projected into the colonial setting of South Africa the
idea became bound up with the rise of social Darwinism and racial exclusiveness at the end
of the nineteenth century, with an essentially racial definition of the civilization and order
that were embraced in the urban setting. In this sense, racial differentiation provided the
index of a cultural exclusiveness whereby blacks in South Africa became inherently
incapable of integrating themselves into the cultural milieu of urban life in South Africa
which was a “white” preserve. (Rich 1980: 71, also see Jacobs 1996: 105)

Conversely, it was feared that cities, which white people considered their domain, would be

adversely affected by an urban black presence. Although liberal voices had called,

throughout the nineteenth century, for the “civilisation” of Africans so that they would be

compatible with urban living, general consensus by 1910 was that the racial gap was too

large to bridge, and it would be better to remove surplus black people from cities. Rural

reserves were established to try and contain black people in what was supposedly their
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natural pastoral setting. Ultimately, under apartheid, most black people were declared

foreigners in “white” cities and relegated to spurious nation states based on the old reserves.

Through notorious “pass laws” and the system of “influx control”, the question of African

urbanisation dominated the concerns of white minority governments throughout the

twentieth century (Smith 1992: 2).

However, a balance had to be struck since some black people were needed in urban

areas as cheap labour in mines, industry, the home and other spheres. Having established

that their presence was essential, labourers were to enter urban areas on a temporary basis

on the understanding that they would return to their rural homes. While in cities, they were

to be contained within urban areas through the creation of locations, compounds and

townships. Under the Group Areas Act of 1950, residential areas were zoned for racial use

and government removed people who did not conform to master plans for cities. Detailed

segregation was also implemented in public amenities such as schools, hospitals, beaches,

cinemas and busses.

With this level of control, planners and social engineers could work towards the

realisation of their understanding of the perfect city. South African cities were seen as

civilised, modern and western – a proud achievement of a European settler population who

saw themselves more as citizens of the civilised world of the North than the uncivilised

continent they occupied. They would achieve European progress in a place they considered

backwards by neutralising the harmful effects of groups of people thought incapable of

progress. Through a careful balance between managed exploitation of necessary labour, and

increasingly complex barriers within and around cities, whites could enjoy the resources of

the country from the comfort of westernised cities cleansed of unwanted people and their

uncivilised ways of life. The “problem of race” was managed spatially according to the

logic that indigenous populations were incompatible with, and harmful to, white people.

White identity was therefore inextricably linked with the arrangement of people and space

so that white people’s sense of superiority – or more modestly, their sense of “civilised

normality” – was contingent upon their living and working in a space from which most

inferior or abnormal elements could be excluded or regulated.

Ultimately, however, this diabolical scheme proved an impossible fantasy, and the

apartheid state increasingly struggled to justify itself. Black opposition deepened in the

1970s, as demonstrated by the Soweto Uprising referred to above. By the 1980s, the

government began to lose the battle against urbanisation and in 1986 the system of influx

control was abandoned. After various attempts to manage these changes, De Klerk

announced the abandonment of apartheid in 1990 in favour of a negotiated transition as
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outlined above. This has resulted in a number of changes to South African urban form,

including the following (cf. Rule 1996: 210):

• Unregulated access of previously excluded people to amenities such as beaches and

parks.

• Activities such as informal street trading within Central Business Districts of cities.

• Increasing black residence in inner city areas such as Albert Park in Durban and

Hillbrow in Johannesburg.

• Increasing presence of black, Indian and coloured middle class residents of areas

formerly designated for white residential use.

• The emergence of squatter settlements throughout urban areas, including sites adjacent

to middle class suburbs.

The response by the white middle class to these changes has been to increasingly

withdraw their businesses from now “black” city centres and set up fortified homes and

office parks in the suburbs. Middle class shoppers tend to avoid city centres but instead

shop in secure malls away from the city. Suburban residential architecture adapted in order

to restore a sense of boundary control on a smaller scale through burglar guards, high

perimeter walls, gated communities and private security companies. For example,

developers in the Cape proposed constructing “Heritage Village”, a self-contained village

modelled on an ancient fortress (see Box 1). Here, middle class residents could avoid the

deteriorating city and nation, and live in an idealised mock-Tudor environment which could

restore a sense of control previously exerted by the state.

Although Heritage village is an extreme example, it does represent a growing desire by

many to shut themselves off from the rest of the country, and defend themselves from what

they see as ever-present threats. The developer’s pretence at generosity in converting the

squatter settlement on the land into a township is no more benevolent than the apartheid

government’s construction of townships in the 1950s and 1960s. The intention in both cases

was the same: to remove and regularise the black underclass from “disorderly” squatter

settlements to “controlled” formal settlements. Where resources allow, the middle-class

urban landscape in post-apartheid South Africa is a privatised response to the same fears

that guided white governments in the past towards a system of segregation. “Influx control”

is replaced by “regulated access”, pass books are replaced by swipe cards and access codes,

and police are replaced with private security guards.
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Box 1: “Electric Fences Make Good Neighbours” Mail and Guardian. 29 January 1999, p. 12

(Chris McGreal)

George Hazeldon likens his vision to Mont St
Michel, the ancient French monastery and fortress.
Detractors dismiss the British property developer’s
scheme as a fool’s paradise. Either way, the contracts are
rolling in without a brick laid or strand of electric
fencing strung.

Hazeldon has taken our obsession with crime to its
logical next step. He is building an entire town behind
electric fencing, barricades and guards. This modern
version of a medieval walled city is being carved out on
a 200ha site next to one of the most exclusive towns in
the Western Cape, Somerset West.

“It’s never been done in South Africa before. We’re
building a whole town here. Not just a few houses with a
security guard. There will be churches and schools and
shops and lakes and its own police force of about 40
men. There’s even going to be a graveyard and
someone’s already asked to set up a crematorium. When
it’s finished, Heritage Park will have a population
equivalent to Somerset West in the 1940s,” he said.

Heritage Park will not be completed for another
decade, but the first shops are open and the first houses
will be built by the end of the year. There will be about
2000 homes – take our pick from Cape Dutch to Tudor
English styles – priced from less than R200 000 to 10
times as much. But cost is not only what matters to most
who come looking. Residents will need a pass to get
through the four barricaded entrances in the towering
electric fence. Everyone else will be eyed up carefully.
Dozens of private security guards will patrol the streets.

“Today, the first question is security. Like it or not,
it’s what makes the difference,” said Hazeldon. “When I
grew up in London you had a community. You could
play in the street and walk to school on your own. We
were poor but it made a better way of life. We want to
recreate that here, a community which doesn’t have to
worry. But don’t get me wrong. This is not Stalag 15.”

Heritage Park is designed as a self-sufficient
community. Part of the site is given over to shops and
small industries which the developer hopes will provide
jobs to some residents. With schools, clinics and work

inside the town, there should be no need to venture
beyond the barricades.

Those on the inside are not supposed to notice the
electric fence around the town. Their attention will be
focused on the two salmon filled lakes already planted in
the midst of what is planned as a 20ha central park, or
stunning views of the hottentots-Holland mountains and
the Helderberg.

There is the touchy subject of race. Hazeldon – who
came to South Africa on holiday 24 years ago and was so
smitten that he emigrated – raises it without prompting.
“The blacks and coloureds must be having it worse than
we are when it comes to crime so there’ll be some who
want to live here. The only criteria is that people want to
live as good neighbours. We can build part of the
rainbow nation here.”

And then there are the squatters. More than 1 000
people live in a camp on the edge of Heritage Park. They
cannot be forcibly removed so Hazeldon plans to build
them a township of 142 houses on the far corner of the
development. It will be on the outside of the electric
fence, but he hopes that some of its residents will find
work in the shops and as domestic servants inside the
wire.

“It’s a win-win situation. They get free homes and
we deal with an unsightly problem,” he said.

There are detractors. The African National Congress
councillor for the municipality, Heinrich Magerman,
dislikes the mentality behind Heritage Park. “I think it’s
a bad sign because there are other ways of beating crime
such as getting communities involved. By installing an
electric fence they are isolating themselves from the rest
of society,” he said.

Which is precisely why estate agent Louise Verge
says she has sold or is awaiting final confirmation of
mortgages on about one-third of the first batch of houses
on which work should start in the next few weeks.

Hazeldon plans to move to Heritage Park with his
wife and two children. He’s picked a prime site next to
one of the lakes.

Despite continuities with the past, we see in the example of Heritage village an

important change in the way people speak about social conditions, which is the denial that

“race” is a motivating factor for exclusion. The democratic government’s crusade against

racism, outlined above, along with a pervasive sense that racism is wrong has meant that

race has become a taboo subject. As Dixon and Reicher comment, the avoidance of other

groups is no longer “customary or condoned: it has become an accountable action,

requiring explanation, mitigation and exoneration” (1997: 371). Without the racist

discourses of apartheid as a convenient justification for wanting to avoid contact with other

races, people who still wish to avoid contact with certain groups or express displeasure at

their presence in certain spaces are sent in a variety of different explanatory directions.
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These new discourses include crime, pollution, chaos and disorder, degradation of the

environment, cruelty to animals, threat to tourism, and the creation of a “third world” and

“African” place.

1 . 2  R E S E A R C H  AI M S  A N D  AP P R O A C H

The intention of this research is to examine the use of these kinds of discourses by white

people in their understandings of urban change, and to consider the implications of these

discourses for white identities. Particular emphasis is placed on the role of these discourses

in helping white people to explain their “place” in society in relation to other kinds of

people. Attention is also directed towards the way in which identity and space are related.

The objective of this thesis can be expressed in the following research question:

If white South Africans pursued policies of racial segregation in order to achieve certain
kinds of cities which were reflective of their self-understanding as modern, civilised
members of the western world; how do they perceive the desegregation of cities after
apartheid?

The wording of this research question was chosen in order to avoid any sense that the aim is

simple “discovery of racism”. Rather the primary aim of this research is to examine the role

of race and other discourses in people’s understanding of their social environments. If

people describe urban change using racial discourses it is more useful to ask further

questions about the historical context that made those discourses relevant and to investigate

the functions of racial discourse used to categorise and explain social observations.

Furthermore, it is important to consider the relationship between the discourse of race and

other discourses such as class, education, language, civilisation, modernity, nationality,

eurocentrism, westernisation, and African-ness. All of these are markers of identity and

relate to belonging and exclusion. The framework of race intersects in complex ways with

these other discourses to inform perceptions of urban change. I argue that racial discourses

were only ever one expression of the more fundamental hierarchy between modern,

civilised Europe and backwards, uncivilised Africa, and other words can be used to invoke

this hierarchy without appearing to be racist.

In order to clarify the exact task of this research exercise, the overall research question

can be disaggregated into a number of further components which will be discussed both

through primary material and literature:
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A. What is the nature of identity? How is identity related to space?

B. In what way has white identity historically been influenced by and created through

racial segregation and exclusion? What were the European settler philosophies of

race that prompted the implementation of segregationist policies?

C. Given that white identity was based on a sense of place that was created through

exclusion and segregation, how are whites responding to the growing unregulated

presence of non-white people in places such as CBDs, squatter settlements and

suburbs?

i. What are the discourses used to describe non-white people who have moved

into CBDs, squatter settlements and suburbs? Since the language of “race” is

now considered inappropriate in the new South Africa, how do white people

express their understanding of their own identity and of social diversity?

ii. What are the discourses used to describe people’s sense of place regarding

CBDs, squatter settlements and suburbs?

iii. Do white people feel any affiliation, belonging or attachment to these spaces or

are they now repelled from them? In other words, do white people consider

themselves compatible with the spaces in question?

iv. If they are repelled from some spaces, are there other spaces in which whites

now feel more comfortable, secure and “at home”?

The structure of this thesis flows from the above questions: In response to question A,

Chapter 2 together with the Appendix undertakes an integrated methodological discussion

on theoretical approaches to identity and the practical implementation of data collection and

analysis. The primary methodological choice is between realist and constructionist

approaches to identity, where the former considers identity markers such as race to be

objective properties of individuals while the latter considers them to be social constructions.

The discussion argues that the latter is a useful way of approaching identity and the choice

of a constructionist ontology leads to the selection of discourse analysis as the

methodological approach.

Question B is addressed in Chapter 3 which examines some of the key moments of

white colonisation and governance with a view to isolating the main approaches to the issue

of race. The chapter is divided into five distinct periods: 1. colonialism before the 1910

Union; 2. Union to Apartheid 1910-1948; 3. Verwoerdian Apartheid 1948-1980; 4. Crisis

and reform 1980-1990; and 5. Democracy 1994 onwards. The discussion revolves around a

key tension between segregationist approaches, which understood the inferiority of

colonised people to be inescapable, and assimilationist approaches which sought to
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“civilise”, “modernise” or simply “educate” people considered to be inferior thereby

overcoming their backwards and uncivilised status. While assimilationism was prevalent in

the liberal Cape of the nineteenth century, segregationism ultimately prevailed for the bulk

of the twentieth century as a result of the need for cheap labour on mines and in industry.

They key function of this Chapter 3 is to speculate on the kinds of approaches to race

people might hold in the new South Africa, given the history of the country.

Question C is tackled through an analysis of primary material organised into three

chapters according to perceptions of three different spaces: the city centre, squatter camps

and the suburban neighbourhood. Chapter 4 concentrates on perceptions of the Central

Business District (CBD) of Durban, and, in particular, the visible arrival of street traders in

the city. The discussion examines growing disenchantment amongst whites with the city

centre. In contrast to the past, whites now tend to avoid the city centre and conduct their

business in malls and office parks. One of the major grievances identified was the presence

of street traders, which are seen to affect the city negatively in four main ways. Firstly,

trading was described as an illegitimate business that threatened more legitimate formal

business. Secondly, it was argued that trading was characteristic of African or third world

cities, and was associated with traditionalism. This generates a sense of loss since whites

historically saw the city as modern and first world. Thirdly, traders are associated with

pollution of various forms. Analysis suggests that this is indicative of a perception that the

traders are seen to be out of place in the city centre. Fourthly, street traders are associated

with chaos and disorder, adding an additional layer to the understanding of traders as

preventing the achievement of a modern, western-style city.

Chapter 5 examines white suburban residents’ responses to squatters and vagrants.

Thematic analysis of discourse reveals a variety of perceived threats posed by squatters,

including the threat to safety, health and moral decency. The experience of squatters in

close proximity also has the effect of altering the perception of the neighbourhood in which

they live, with some residents saying they feel they are living in an African kraal as a result

of the presence of squatters. Together these various associations with squatters result in a

further threat on the value of formal residents’ properties. Opposition to squatters is

justified by the arguments that they occupy land illegally, they are more “greedy” than

“needy” and that the cause of squatting is overpopulation rather than structural inequality

created by the past.
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Chapter 6 turns to the more ambivalent responses to the arrival of a black middle class

in “former white suburbs”.25 Rather than the outright rejection generally directed at street

traders and squatters, there is a cautious acceptance of members of other races moving into

former white suburbs. The assumption is made that house prices will keep out all but those

who have professional jobs and lead generic middle class lifestyles. However, the

acceptance of other races is conditional on their conformance to established “standards”,

“cultures” and “moral codes” thus betraying a concern that other races may not “fit in”.

Such concerns are brought to the surface when suburban newcomers conspicuously deviate

from established requirements and conduct what are seen to be “traditional African”

practices such as the ritual slaughter of cattle. This is seen to be cruel, barbaric, and out of

place in middle class suburbs.

Samples of discourse were produced through interviews with residents of the suburb of

the Berea, Durban, and was also collected from newspaper archives. Interviews were

conducted with 59 residents in 1996 and 1997 in various locations across the Berea, a

suburb of the city of Durban (Figure 5). Newspaper articles, however, were drawn from a

wider scale and although analysis focused on Durban, some articles are also drawn from

elsewhere in the country. Durban is one of four major cities in South Africa (Figure 1, page

viii above). Johannesburg is the largest and richest city in Africa developed as a result of

gold mining from the late 1800s. Cape Town, Port Elizabeth and Durban all originated as a

result of their ports, around which much of their economies are still based. Durban became

a British settlement in 1835, the first step towards the conquest and dominance of the entire

region of Natal by the end of the century (Freund 2000: 147). Economic flows were initially

around the trade of sugar and coal, but Durban’s economic growth took place primarily in

response to the development of Johannesburg’s economy from the 1880s. The sugar

industry resulted in a demographic peculiarity in Durban since it necessitated the

importation of a large number of Indians into Natal as indentured labour in the latter part of

the nineteenth century (Maharaj 1995: 33). During the twentieth century, consumer goods,

chemicals and the motor industries became the core economic focus of the city, resulting in

a larger and more permanent non-European work force (Freund 2000: 151). Despite an

overwhelmingly English population, the Durban municipality was at the forefront of urban

segregation. In what became known as the “Durban System” beer halls were monopilised

                                                
25 Although “former white suburbs” seems clumsy, it is the term used in post-apartheid South Africa to
refer to areas that were delimited as “white” under apartheid. It is worth noting here how areas of post-
apartheid cities are referred to by their apartheid definitions. This could reflect a sense of uncertainty and
change about these areas, we know what they were before, but they have yet to attain new markers and
identities. Alternatively, this continuity could reflect a sense of stability about these areas. Modified
apartheid definitions are used because they are the most accurate reflections of the status quo.
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by the local state in order to fund urban restructuring (Maylam 1982: 8; 1995: 30; 1996;

Rich 1980: 77, Swanson 1976).

Figure 5: Greater Durban Metropolitan Areas and Sub-Structures
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The Berea is the oldest residential suburb of Durban located on a ridge immediately to

the west of the Central Business district. Table 2 (page 266 below) shows that the Berea

contains just short of 100 000 residents, a relatively small portion of the 2.8 million

residents of Durban. The Berea has around 38 000 households resulting in an average of 2.6

people per household, in contrast with the average for Durban which is far higher at 4.3

people per household. Under Apartheid, the Berea was a white residential area, the legacy
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of which is still evident in the fact that more than two thirds of the Berea is white. While

less than 5% of Berea residents are unemployed, almost one third of Durban’s residents are

unemployed (Table 3). As well as higher employment levels, residents of the Berea also

enjoy employment in better earning positions such as management, professional, and

technical fields. Although “elementary” jobs feature as the third largest type of employment

amongst Berea Residents, it is the major employment type for Durban as a whole whereas

employment in management, professional and technical are around half the proportion

found on the Berea.

One of the strengths of using the Berea as a site for fieldwork is its diversity. There are

a variety of residential types ranging from separate suburban houses, town house or duplex

complexes, and blocks of flats. It is therefore possible to find people in a variety of different

stages of life-cycle – young unmarried, married with children, retired, etc – and indeed, to

find people with different life styles, single parents, childless, gay, etc. The Berea also has a

variety of income levels. Certain parts of the Berea such as Morningside and parts of

Glenwood have conspicuously affluent residents (sporting enormous modern houses or

restored heritage architecture). Other areas, such as Umbilo, have historically been known

as more “working class”. Although there are many different levels of income, ranging from

unemployed to extremely affluent, the Berea is essentially a middle class area in

comparison to the broader income spread of the country.

While Durban, and the Berea specifically, is the site around which most material was

collected, it must be stressed that this study is by no means confined to the Berea. All South

African cities have experienced similar dimensions to urban transformation in the form of

street traders, land invasions, squatting, the assimilation of a black middle class,

decentralisation of business, etc. These events are often broadcast nationally via the media

and there is therefore cross-pollination of ways of interpreting them. So while urban

changes are experienced in locally specific ways, there is a complex interplay between

nationally held systems of meaning and specific instances of change. An account of change

in Durban draws upon discourses also used elsewhere in the country, just as the experiences

of Durban are noted by other places. At times, in the analysis below, samples of discourse

from outside the Berea and even elsewhere in the country were included in the analysis to

highlight the generic nature of some of these modes of interpretation. This is not to say that

they have singular applications across the country, but it does emphasise that this is more

than a locally specific peculiarity. Therefore, the area chosen is not treated as a bounded
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case study in the strict sense in that the focus is not about the residential area in itself, but

the area as a setting and context (Stake 1994: 14).26

Figure 6: Study Site - Berea North and Berea South
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26 See Kvale’s distinction between statistical generalizability and analytical generalizability, the latter
being based an dense description, and the reasoned judgement about applicability of one case to another
situation. Also see Watts’ discussion on the relationship between the locality and global processes (1992:
121).
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 While it is hoped that many of the analyses made in relation to the Berea would be

relevant elsewhere in the city and the country, I also recognise the locally specific nature of

this site. There are at least three peculiarities of the site I have chosen, which requires that I

be cautious about assuming the samples of discourse I collected there are “typical” of

whites all over South Africa. Firstly, the choice of the Berea, an urban site, precludes the

possibility of encountering opinions from rural whites, who occupy a world very different

to urban whites (Schutte 1995: 190).27 For example, most of the residents I interviewed

were fairly indifferent about land redistribution, but they were significantly not the ones to

be affected by rural land claims (urban land claims mostly began after the fieldwork

period). Also, the daily contact rural whites have with black people is different to that of

urban whites.28 Secondly, Durban is not necessarily representative of all urban centres. It is

certainly somewhat different from the Gauteng region as a port city, and its high proportion

of English speakers distinguish it from other centres. Durban is also unique as a result of the

relatively high number of Indians compared to other cities, and the relatively low number of

coloureds, especially compared to Cape Town (see Table 5 in the Appendix). Thirdly, the

Greater Berea area is specific as an urban location in that it is close to the city centre, and

would differ in important ways to more distant suburbs. This particular location within the

broader urban context may too influence certain opinions, for example on people

frequenting the CBD, and exposure to street traders. Another result of this proximity to the

city centre is that the Berea is more densely populated and has a greater variety of retail and

professional economic activity taking place than most of the surrounding suburbs.

1 . 3  D R A G G I N G  WH I T E S  F R O M  T H E  SH A D O W S
29

[O]ne effect of colonial discourse is the production of an unmarked, apparently
autonomous white/Western self, in contrast with the marked, Other racial and cultural
categories with which the racial and culturally dominant category is constructed. … Within
this framework for thinking about self and other, the white Western self as a racial being
has for the most part remained unexamined and unnamed. (Frankenberg 1993: 17)

Why, then, a thesis on white South Africans? For many academics, there is something

rather uncomfortable about research that sets out to study a “privileged” group. 30 There was

                                                
27 For work on rural white identity, see Morrell (1996) and Schutte (1995, ch. 8)
28 Schutte (1995: 252) specifies that “Urban whites have less direct involvement with other population
categories on an everyday basis than do rural whites. They are less plagued by the paradox of dependency
and rejection. Blacks are more anonymous and transitory to their day-to-day existence. The typical
bourgeois white views blacks with greater anonymity and less biographical involvement than does a
typical rural white. The urban white is more dependent on the media and popular political discourse for
information about blacks”.
29 This phrase was taken from Bonnett (2000: 119)
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an important purpose, for example, in the proliferation of “social histories” in the 1970s and

80s of victims of apartheid. Morrell describes social histories as attempts to write

history from below [where] there was not much space for a history of the ruling class....
The focus was on (black) victims, although care was taken to cast them as purposeful
actors building sand castles against the imperious tide of history. (Morrell 1996: 4) 31

The effect of this mode of historical work was to demote whites on the agenda of social

research, although the demise of writing that celebrated imperialism and white supremacy is

surely to be welcomed. 32 The legacy of the social history approach is that there seems to be

an implicit legitimacy in researching the “victims of apartheid”, and conversely research on

the “oppressors” themselves would seem less legitimate, as Schutte discovered in his

attempts to gain financial support for his research on whites (1995: 29).

While the importance of research on those disadvantaged by apartheid is

unquestionable, it would be wrong to simply accept that doing so places the researcher on

some sort of moral high ground. Indeed the practice of researching the marginalised may

itself be problematic. Recent writing, both in South Africa and internationally, has criticised

the invisibility of whites in racial studies (Bonnett 1996a, 1996b, 1997, 2000; McGuinness

2000). Michelle Fine (1994) suggests that it is convenient that middle class (often white,

often male) researchers go out and expose the lives of other people. In shining the spotlight

of research on the “abnormality” of the disadvantaged, the research agenda simultaneously

downplays and reaffirms western, middle class, white “normality”; the normality of their

own social group (also see Frankenberg 1993: 17 and Smith 1994: 10). The elite are

protected by “the absence of a scholarly discourse on their dysfunctionality” because

academics, who are generally a part of this group, “retain a corpus of social science material

that fingers Them while it empowers the faces of Us” (Fine, 1994: 73). There is also a

colonising undertone implicit in the practice of researchers from the centre researching

those at the margin (Harvey 1996: 103, referring to hooks 1990). Given these commentaries

it might be presumed that there is something intentionally sinister about the motivations for

doing research on those disadvantaged, but this is of course not the case. The motives for

this “afrocentric” focus (Maylam 1995: 21) are generally honourable and might simply stem

from compassion (Schutte 1995: 169) or at worst “the romantic turn towards voices from

the margins [is seen as] a vehicle for political salvation at the centre” (Harvey drawing on

                                                                                                                                              
30 See Bonnett (2000: 125) for examples of contributors to the literature on white studies who fear their
own topic.
31 On the social history movements, also see Crush (1986 and 1992: 17), Parnell and Mabin (1995: 42),
Robinson (1996: 7)
32 At the time, Garson (1976: 22) complained that the growing popularity of “Africanist” approaches
amongst historians tended to “inhibit any sympathetic treatment of English-speaking South Africans as a
group.”
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Zizek 1996: 101; also see Pratt 1992: 246). Researchers see nobility in the conditions of the

excluded and oppressed, and assume a more valid politics of change can originate from that

position. Or perhaps more simply, there is greater legitimacy in spending the effort of

research on empowering those who have been on the wrong side of an inequitable society. 33

Within this context, there is currently a backlash against research which romantically

valorises ethnic/racial minorities, women, poor people, the disabled, gays, the aged, etc.

Commentators are calling for more critical examination of the source of the hardships faced

by those on the margin by looking at those in the centre, such as men, whites, the right

wing, the rich, able bodied people, heterosexual people, young people, etc (e.g. see Sibley

1995: ix-x; Grossberg 1996: 90). To reverse the social history intent to write history from

below, there is a growing call to add a “history from above or at least from the perspectives

of those in power” (Parnell and Mabin 1995: 42, citing Fireman; also see Dubow 1995: 5).

Rabinow insisted that there was a need to “anthropologize the West” to counter the effect of

the usual focus of attention on far away Others (cited in Sibley 1995: xi). Notwithstanding

Dyer’s caution that new attention on white people can be a kind of “me-too-ism” whereby

whites are trying to recapture the centre stage, research on whites tends to be different in its

objectives from the work on the marginalised (Dyer quoted in Bonnett 2000: 3). The

objective is to counter the effect created by the silence on whiteness that it is assumed to be

“normal” and incomparable with other ethnicities (McGuinness 2000: 227), or that

whiteness is a defining rather than a defined category (Bonnett 2000: 122). Therefore, rather

than aiming to sympathise with the victims of unfair forces, white studies can be a harsher

type of writing which exposes the exploiters of those forces. In other words, white studies

does not seek to celebrate or sympathise with white culture but to problematise it (Bonnett

1996: 146, 2000: 125), to expose a group’s “reach of power” (Hertz and Imber, 1995: ix), or

examine the processes of othering (Fine, 1994).

While these objectives are important and such research is long overdue, there is a

danger in conceptualising the objective of “problematising whiteness” in this way which is

that we are unable to escape from the oppressor/victim binary because casting a critical

gaze over those supposedly at the centre, confirms their (our) essentialised white role as the

“baddies” (Macdonald et al, 1989, quoted in Bonnett 2000: 130). This problem occurs in

the portrayal of white South Africans by the international media. When BBC world’s Tim

Sebastian visited South Africa to conduct a series of interviews with key people including

                                                
33 Schutte (1995: 170-73) highlights a further problem with much of South African social history research
in that many researchers were content to rely on documentary analysis or on material collected by (black)
research assistants rather than personally engage with “the subjects” and their day to day difficulties in
empirical research.
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president Thabo Mbeki, a television reviewer questioned the choice of an apartheid era

human rights offender as an interviewee:

But what in God’s name persuaded the producers of Hardtalk to give air to the human
obscenity, Craig Williamson? What possible service to truth or information is
accomplished by hearing the squalid justifications of so verminous a denizen of past
security-police sewers? The answer is obvious. Mr Sebastian and his producers have their
own role to play, which, at its core inspiration, has the presentation of themselves as
righteous, morally pre-eminent, committed evaluators of the social and political disgraces
of others. … When your need to be seen as morally punctilious is as sore as Hardtalk’s,
you think nothing of shovelling in scum like Williamson. It makes you look good, facing
up to the monsters everyone else is trying to forget. Trouble is, the screen looks so grimy
afterwards. “But then I never shake the hands of the killers I interview,” said Sebastian.
Good for you, Tim, old boy. We knew your moral infallibility would eventually filter
through.  34

Is it possible, as Fine suggests, to “exploit privileged voices to scrutinize the technologies of

Othering” (1994: 79)? Fine raises concern about what she calls double splitting, in which

we

split ourselves from elite informants as though they and we are contained, stable, and
separable. We then study the splitting that they produce with/against subjugated Others.
We stabilize, essentialize, and render our elite informants’ Other. (Fine 1994: 78)

Back and Solomos have written that it is easy to hijack “a moral high ground” by criticising

racism (1993: 183). In other words, many studies of whites take on a judgmental agenda

which seek to condemn rather than constructively re-work whiteness. Bonnett criticises

some anti-racist writings for

placing a myth of whiteness at the centre of their discourse. This myth views “being white”
as an immutable condition with clear and distinct moral attributes. These attributes often
include being racist; not experiencing racism; being an oppressor not experiencing
oppression; silencing; not being silenced. (Bonnett 2000: 123)

The judgemental treatment of whiteness is evident in literature that approaches whiteness as

a project of capitalism (Allen 1994: 1). Although this idea has surfaced in many historical

and geographical contexts (including South Africa), the most vocal recent incarnation of

this ideology has been in the US and is associated with the journal Race Traitor (Bonnett

2000: 134). Contributors to this journal are united by a vitriolic hatred of whiteness,

believing it to be an oppressive identity standing in the way of true democracy. The

objective for social change, in their view, should be to enable whites to abandon whiteness.

They argue that whiteness is not natural and has been constructed, and can therefore be

reversed. For some, this objective extends to a romantic valorisation of blackness which,

although also seen to be a construction, is one which should be supported and even

                                                
34 “St Sebastian Comes to Call” Mail and Guardian 17 August 2001, Friday section p. 9 (Kirby, Robert)
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incorporated by whites. As Bonnett states (2000: 134), one of the main problems with this

approach is that it limits understanding of racial identities to a class-based analysis, thus

excluding other modes of analysis or interpretation. The social objectives of whites

abandoning whiteness and assimilating blackness are neither balanced nor helpful and in

themselves are problematic for black people, and that this formulation

implies that the romantic stereotype of the eternally resisting, victimised “black
community” is required to be further strengthened in order to create a suitable location for
escapees from whiteness. Thus black people are condemned to reification as the price of
white people’s liberation from the racialisation process. (Bonnett 2000: 134-5)

Of course, whites have participated in oppressive systems, but the participation in

oppressive systems is not the sum-total of whiteness and the objective of white studies

should not aim towards negativity and guilt (McGuinness 2000: 227). If we are truly to

escape romantic research on victims, we need to go beyond witch-hunt exposés of their

oppressors.35 As long as research on the elites is based on the need for “blame attribution”,

analyses of the elite will be unable to escape liberal judgements of right wing “prejudice”,

“discrimination” and even “racism” (Mennell 1992: 121). In order to move beyond a “straw

man” treatment of elites, the purpose of research should not be to find certain people guilty

of “prejudice” but to expose an inequitable social situation and the power structures that

enable it. Nelson Mandela himself stated that “A man who takes away another man’s

freedom is a prisoner of prejudice and narrow-mindedness … the oppressed and the

oppressor alike are robbed of their humanity. The oppressor must be liberated as sure as the

oppressed”.36

                                                
35 Grossberg writes, on the need to escape the binary separating oppression and resistance: “I want to
propose that cultural studies needs to move beyond models of oppression, both the ‘colonial model’ of the
oppressor and oppressed, and the ‘transgression model’ of oppression and resistance. Cultural studies
needs to move towards a model of articulation as ‘transformative practice’, as a singular becoming of a
community”. (Grossberg 1996: 88)
36 Quoted by Carter, Gina “Society Where Everyone Has a Place” Independent on Saturday. 25 July
1998, p 8. Also see Magubane (1996: 17).
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Knowing White Identity:

Ontology and Epistemology

All human beings carry about a set of words which they employ to justify their actions,
their beliefs, and their lives. These are the words in which we formulate praise of our
friends and contempt for our enemies, our long-term projects, our deepest self-doubts
and our highest hopes. They are the words in which we tell sometimes retrospectively,
the story of our lives. I shall call these words a person’s “final vocabulary”. (Rorty
1989: 73)

Today’s social science students acquire a professional competency in analysing the
social world as a mathematically constituted universe, but remain amateurs in the
face of a linguistically constituted social world. (Kvale 1996: 69)

The process of social inquiry is determined by a researcher’s conception of ontology, or the

understanding of the nature of that which is under examination, which in this case is white

identity in South Africa. Once there is some understanding of the nature of the object of

inquiry, it is possible to address epistemological questions relating to ways in which the

object of enquiry can be known (Blaikie 1993: 7). Having addressed these two conceptual

issues about the research process, it is then possible to consider the practical

implementation of these ideas in a research methodology. Rather than treating “methods” of

data collection and analysis as a technical function to be conducted according to generic

understandings of good science, this chapter, together with the Appendix (Ch 8), will situate

field techniques within ontological and epistemological notions of identity itself. In other

words, this discussion will attempt to answer three questions: “What is identity?” “How can

it be known?” and “What field methods can be used to investigate the topic?” Together, in

answering these questions, I hope to outline a research design, which

describes a flexible set of guidelines that connects theoretical paradigms to strategies of
inquiry and methods for collecting empirical material. A research design situates
researchers in the empirical world and connects them to specific sites, persons, groups,
institutions, and bodies of relevant interpretive material, including documents and archives.
(Denzin and Lincoln 1994: 14)
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The chapter broadens standard research design to engage with the relationship between the

subject, the data collection process and the researcher. The techniques outlined in the

Appendix should not be thought of as a blueprint for research finalised in advance of entry

into field. Sequence is important in this regard, and not all of the methods were “planned”

in advance of fieldwork but flowed from the field experiences themselves in relation to the

broad ontology and epistemology outlined here.

2 . 1  O N T O L O G Y :  T H E  NA T U R E  O F  WH I T E  I D E N T I T Y

Ontology addresses the “form and nature of reality” and therefore, considers the issue of

what can be known about it (Guba and Lincoln 1994: 108, also see Hollis 1994: 8 and May

1993: 14). For Blaikie, the main ontological choice in social research is between realism

and constructivism (1993: 203). Realism assumes that “social reality exists independently

of the observer and the activities of social science”, while constructivism “entails the

assumption that social reality is produced and reproduced by social actors; it is a

preinterpreted, intersubjective world of cultural objects, meanings and social institutions”

(Blaikie 1993: 202-3). This section considers the implications of this choice with regard to

the subject of identity.

Realist ontology and essentialism

Jones and Moss (1995) suggest that theorising identity became one of the dominant

academic concerns of the 1990s. The recent proliferation of academic identity writing has

been driven by a critique of approaches that Potter and Wetherell (1987) label the

“traditional images of the self”. These traditional approaches see identity as “essential”,

“natural”, “reified”, “singular”, “hermetically sealed”, “universal” and “Cartesian”.

Approaches that respond critically to these conventional ways of seeing identity, understand

it rather to be “non-essential”, “discursively constructed”, “contingent”, “fluid”, “hybrid”,

“multiple”, “decentred”, “fragmented”, “subjective” and “post-Cartesian”. The basis of the

shift from essentialism to non-essentialism, is the critical reaction to the realist treatment of

identity as a reified, stable property of individuals that can be understood as the product of

an objective structure of some kind. Essentialist approaches assume that

the self is an entity and, like any other entity or natural physical object, it can be described
definitively, once and for all. In other words, it is assumed that the self has one true nature
or set of characteristics waiting to be discovered and once discovered a description of these
characteristics will follow. (Potter and Wetherell 1987: 95)
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Scientific racism in the latter part of the nineteenth century and early decades of the

twentieth century was a quintessential example of essentialism. Through the techniques of

science, such as the measurement of skull volume, the human population was divided into

different sub-species or races, each with particular biological and social characteristics

(Miles 1989: 30). As far as these observers were concerned, they were observing the

objective groupings of humanity. 1 Of course, this worldview – while mainstream in its time

– was subsequently rejected as the invention of biological difference where, genetically

speaking, there was none.

As well as being deployed towards conservative and now discredited ends, essentialism

also characterised more credible and even progressive intellectual pursuits. For example the

philosophical tradition of humanism, which has widely influenced Western society, stresses

the agency of the individual and explores ways in which people can fulfil their potential and

become “authentic” selves. The goal for each person is “self-fulfilment and self-

actualization” and a person’s life consists of the search for their “true self” (Potter and

Wetherell 1987: 99, Rosenau 1992: 42). The idea of some essential “core” of the individual

is also found in psychology, where the Self is seen as “a psychological entity”, equipped

with an inner domain (Rose 1996: 129). Within these psychological conceptions, the Self is

seen to be the product of the interaction between biographical experience and the law-based

character of human psychology. Rose points out, however, that this understanding is the

result of the influence of the intellectual traditions of psychology rather than there really

being a discrete “inner domain”.2 While many today consider this to be a standard notion of

the self, anthropologists have pointed out that

the Western conception of a person as a bounded, unique, more or less integrated
motivational and cognitive universe, a dynamic centre of awareness, emotions, judgement
and action, organised into a distinctive whole and set contrastively against a social and
natural background is, however incorrigible it may seem to us, a rather peculiar idea within
the context of the World’s cultures. (Geertz 1989: 229 cited in Pile and Thrift 1995: 15)

This western approach to identity has been described as the “Cartesian” understanding of

subjectivity, related to the Enlightenment’s conception of a rational “disengaged first-

person-singular self” separable both from body and from others, and a sense that each

person should “become a responsible thinking mind, self-reliant for her or his judgements

on life, the universe and everything” (Pile and Thrift 1995: 14). Essentialism, then, is the

understanding of the “subject as a rational transparent entity which could convey a

                                                
1 Scientific racism will be explored further in the next chapter.
2 However, it would be an over-simplification to equate psychology with essentialism. Freud’s concept of
the unconscious allowed for a fragmented and heterogeneous subject who was not “knowing” (Rosenau
1992: 44).
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homogenous meaning on the total field of her conduct by being the source of her actions”

(Mouffe 1995: 260).

Essentialism is not only a characteristic of psychology but has also characterised

political theory. Both liberalism and Marxism are now seen as examples of “essentialism”

and have been described as relying on the notion of a “universal subject, grounded in either

rationality or class, respectively” (Jones and Moss 1995: 254; also see Gibson-Graham

1995). Within Marxist approaches, both the working class and bourgeoisie are pre-

constituted identities (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 23). Although the former may undermine

the power of the latter, there is little conceptual room for a change in the nature of either

identity.

Although fundamentally different from one another, these various social, psychological

and political approaches share the characteristic of claiming to present “the only valid self-

portrait” (Potter and Wetherell 1987: 101). Such objectives are strongly associated with the

first ontological option identified by Blaikie, namely realism (Blaikie 1993, see p. 27

above). In realist-empiricist philosophies social realities are considered to exist outside of,

and independently from, the perceptions held by people themselves of those “realities”.

Further, realism is concerned with the structural forces that determine these independent

objects of study. Miles and Huberman (1994: 4) demonstrate this in their argument that

social phenomena exist not only in the mind but also in the objective world, and … some
lawful and reasonably stable relationships are to be found among them. The lawfulness
comes from the regularities and sequences that link together phenomena. From these
patterns we derive constructs that underlie individual and social life. ... Human meanings
and intentions are worked out within the frameworks of these social structures... (Miles and
Huberman 1994: 4)

Therefore, according to realism, all one has to do is count phenomena and link frequently

occurring events to underlying structures or “generative mechanisms” (Blaikie 1993: 59).

The words people use can be treated as “symptomatic and, even, diagnostic” (Potter and

Wetherell 1992: 35). For example, one could, according to a realist approach, discover that

someone is “racist” by noting that they display racist traits in a conversation. By “presenting

with” certain behaviours, racist individuals fit into a category of people objectively different

from other types of people such as non-racists. In order to discover why racists are

prejudiced, one could investigate causal explanations such as assessments of the kinds of

childhoods people led or their socio-economic environments or their psychological make-

up. Racism has been linked, for example, to the “authoritarian personality type” wherein

some individuals are more drawn towards racism in accordance with certain psychological
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needs that had to be satisfied (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 50).3 Through a study of

regularities in the character structure of conservative and undemocratic people, researchers

determined that these ostensibly political issues could be linked to individual psychological

types. It was determined that racists were produced through damaging parent-child

relationships typical of capitalist western society (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 50). Racism

therefore can be isolated as a dysfunctional deviation from normality, treatable as

pathology.

However, this appr oach to racism has been widely criticised for failing to acknowledge

that racism and prejudice are endemic to western modernity rather than being at odds with it

(Gilroy 1993: 2, Mennell 1992: 121, Taussig 1993: 69). The discriminatory treatment of

minorities is not a problem of deviant individuals such as white supremacists (or deviant

nations in the case of Nazi Germany and South Africa) but relates to the very functioning of

“civilised society”. The isolation of “the racist personality type” is therefore impossible

since racism is not related to personality but the systems of meaning all citizens learn and

reproduce through socialisation, the media and simply talking with one another. Social

inquiry, therefore, is increasingly turning towards the discursively based systems of

meaning for understandings of identity rather than trying to classify people according to

their objective identity, as if it were a property of their bodies or minds. This shift can be

understood as a shift away from realism towards constructionism and a corresponding

change from conceiving identities in essentialist terms to seeing them as non-essentialist.

Constructionist ontology and non-essentialism

In contrast to realist-based notions of identity as an objective essence, recent decades have

seen the emergence of notions of identity as constructed and created by people themselves.

The social constructionist ontology holds that objects that appear “natural” are in fact

artificial in the sense that they are constituted as real only because people choose to see

them as real and act on them as if real. Said argued that

if we agree that all things in history, like history itself, are made by men, then we will
appreciate how possible it is for many objects or places or times to be assigned roles and
given meanings that acquire objective validity only after the assignments are made. … It is
perfectly possible to argue that some distinctive objects are made by the mind, and that
these objects, while appearing to exist objectively, have only a fictional reality. (Said 1995:
54)

In Said’s influential account of Orientalism, he argued that there was no such thing as “the

Orient” until the West named this “region” as such and assigned to it a variety of

                                                
3 For a South African example of this approach see Duckitt (1993).
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generalised characteristics. The Orient as a space and a group of populations, assumed by

science and western society to be “an inert fact of nature” (Said 1995: 4), was thereby

exposed as a “European Invention” (Said 1995: 1). Said argued that “at most, the ‘real’

Orient provoked a writer to his vision; it rarely guided it. Orientalism responded more to the

culture that produced it than to its putative object” (Said 1995: 22). In other words, western

“knowledge” of the Orient tells us more about the West than the Orient, since the West

chooses to see the Orient in certain ways. Knowledge, therefore, is no longer seen as an

objective reflection of reality (as in the realist approach outlined above) but is a social

product reflecting social relations.

Knowledge of the Orient, because generated out of strength, in a sense creates the Orient,
the Oriental, and his world. … [T]he Oriental is depicted as something one judges (as in a
court of law), something one studies and depicts (as in a curriculum), something one
disciplines (as in a school or prison), something one illustrates (as in a zoological manual).
The point is that in each of these cases the Oriental is contained and represented by
dominating frameworks. (Said 1995: 40)

“Knowledge”, then, does not objectively reflect an object, but reflects the concerns of the

specialist and the social system that produces the knowledge about the object (Said 1995:

45).

This ontological shift from realism to constructionism needs to be contextualised

within the broader intellectual postmodern and poststructural currents that reject totalising

and reductionist modernism (Lagopoulos 1993: 257). Approaches are labelled “modernist”

– usually retrospectively – if they attempt to discern a singular truth about the world, or to

discern underlying structures shaping the world. One of the main influences of

postmodernism on the social sciences has been to question the possibility of objective

knowledge of underlying structures and realities (Rosenau 1992). Essentialist claims to

know the human nature or essence is an example, many postmodernists would say, of

modernist thinking since it claims a singular truth about humanity (Bauman 1992, Rorty

1989: 6-7). Rorty argues that rather than trying to find the right words to describe the Self –

as humanism and Marxism do – it is more useful to explore the words that create the Self:

[I]f we could ever become reconciled to the idea that most of reality is different to our
descriptions of it, and that the human self is created by the use of a vocabulary rather than
being adequately or inadequately expressed in a vocabulary, then we should at last have
assimilated what was true in the Romantic idea that truth is made rather than found. What
is true about this claim is just that languages are made rather than found, and that truth is a
property of linguistic properties, or sentences. (Rorty 1989: 6-7)

Thus, in a specific challenge to humanism, Donald writes that “emancipation would not be

the recovery or liberation of the true self, but an uncanny sense of the self as contingent”

(Donald 1996: 187). In their critique of Marxist understandings of subjectivity, Laclau and
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Mouffe speak of “decentring” the subject, which “prevents the fixation of a set of positions

around a preconstituted point” (Mouffe 1995: 260, also see Laclau and Mouffe 1985,

Laclau 1990, Watts 1991: 9).

Social objects that appear to have objective reality such as “the Orient”, “the West”,

“the first world”, “the third world”, “the working class”, “the bourgoisie”, “white

supremacist racists”, “blacks”, “men”, “women”, “gays”, “straights”, etc, are now seen as

categories created through social processes rather than existing prior to those processes.

Reality, therefore, is said to be “discursively constructed”.4 According to Guba and Lincoln,

Realities are apprehendable in the form of multiple, intangible mental constructions,
socially and experientially based, local and specific in nature (although elements are often
shared amongst many individuals and even across cultures), and depend for their form and
content on the individual persons or groups holding the constructions. (Guba and Lincoln
1994: 110-111)

Importantly, the focus is not just on the individual but rather the engagement between

individuals. Therefore, constructionism does not focus “on the meaning-making activity of

the individual mind but on the collective generation of meaning as shaped by conventions

of language and other social processes” (Schwandt 1994: 127, also see Wilton 1998: 175).

Constructionism emphasises the role of social interaction, and language as the medium of

that interaction. This contrasts with approaches such as social cognitive explanations which

conventionally describe a “lone individual” who bases their social understanding on their

sensory experiences with the environment (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 41). Similarly,

constructionism diverges from the opposite extreme of pure “idealism”, which holds that

perception of society resides entirely in people’s heads (Fairclough 1992: 65-6).5 With

constructionism, the production of such understandings does not occur within the individual

alone but occurs in the space between the individual and the external world (Kvale 1996:

44, Pile and Thrift 1995: 34). This third space is “everyday social life” or “joint action”

where intersubjective interaction is the source of constructions about the world (May 1993:

9).

Clearly this thrusts language – as the medium through which people jointly articulate,

share, reproduce and challenge their constructions – onto centre stage. Increasing interest in

postmodernism and poststructuralism has seen a growing interest in the role of language or

                                                
4 Theorists have been expounding the notion that reality and knowledge is socially constructed at least
since Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911), and particularly since Max Scheler founded the Sociology of
Knowledge in the 1920s (Berger and Luckmann 1966). Pile and Thrift (1995: 34) identify the forebears of
social constructionism as psychologists like Vygotsky, Luria and Volosinov; pragmatists like Dewey and
Mead; philosophers like Wittgenstein, Foucault and Taylor. For an account of social constructionist
approaches to race within geography since the mid-1980s, see Bonnett (1996: 872).
5 See Cloke, Philo and Sadler (1991), May (1993: 8), Schwandt (1994: 128) for more on idealism.
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discourse in social processes.6 However, interest in the social functioning of language

predates the recent “linguistic turn”, and can be traced back at least to the 1920s and the

“sociology of knowledge”. This school argued that the common sense knowledge of objects

existing prior to conceputalisation of the object is an illusion since that knowledge is

constituted through language (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 14). For Berger and Luckmann,

language was seen as central, and is seen to mark “the coordinates of my life in society and

fill that life with meaningful objects” (1966: 36). Likewise, Winch argued that language

constitutes what we consider to be “reality” and “there is no way of getting outside the

concepts in terms of which we think of the world” (Winch 1958: 15 quoted in Blaikie 1993:

45. Also see Hollis 1994: 155).

Saussure’s tradition of semiotics was particularly influential in promoting the idea that

language was not a mutual reflection of reality (Alasuutari 1995: 29, Silverman 1993: 71).

According to semiotics, a word for an object (signified) was just a set of sounds that has

nothing to do with the object. The word only conveys meaning (signifier) within a broader

system of language. Language turns our environments into something with abstract

meaning, in that “the environment we perceive around us can be seen as a series of continua

that the language system divides into meaningful parts and relationships between the terms

used in identifying those parts” (Alasuutari 1995: 29). Language, therefore, helps people to

establish boundaries between categories that may otherwise be indistinct. It is both

differential and relational in that each naming or signification of an object relies on

distinctions from and relations to other objects (Lagopoulos 1993: 258). Although its

familiarity makes it seem transparent to us, language is recognised as more than a medium

of communication and is inextricably associated with thinking, reasoning and perception:

texts do not merely “reflect or mirror” objects, events and categories pre-existing in the
social and natural world. Rather, they actually “construct” a version of those things. They
do not just describe things; they “do” things. Being active, they have social and political
implications. (Potter and Wetherell 1987: 6)

For theorists in the 1950s and 1960s such as Winch, Saussure, Berger and Luckmann,

the reality around us cannot exist for us outside of our conception of it articulated through

words. From the 1970s, so called poststructural and postmodern theorists such as Foucault

and Derrida extended this relational conception of language into even more radical

                                                
6 While some distinguish between language as a system of words and syntax, and discourse as the use of
language within systems of meaning, I use the two here as synonymous. McDowell defined a discourse as
“a way of thinking or writing about a subject. It produces meaningful knowledge within a system of
thought or set of codified knowledge. All statements operate within a particular discourse, which defines
or limits how we think about things”. (McDowell 1994: 162-3)
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applications, arguing, in Derrida’s case, that nothing can be known outside of the text,

which is

not an object or thing, but an occasion for the interplay of multiple codes and perspective.
One must seek to extract and examine the operations or means by which meaning is
conveyed. (Manning and Cullum-Swan 1994: 468)

While Derrida sought to establish the relativity of meaning in a text, Foucault concentrated

on the ability of language to constitute society (Fairclough, 1992: 36, 39, Lagopoulos 1993:

257). Foucault theorised that discourse does not merely refer to objects and subjects but it

constitutes and transforms them by constructing meanings around them (Fairclough 1992:

41). Further, statements are not merely authored by speakers, but statements position and

act on subjects (Fairclough 1992: 43). Therefore, not only do people use language to

interpret the world, but discourse acts on people , and is seen to have constructive effects on

social identities, social relationships, and systems of knowledge and belief (Fairclough

1992: 64). For Foucault, discourse gains agency of its own, thereby decentering the subject

The focus on language shifts attention away from the notion of an objective reality, as well
as away from the individual subject. There is no longer a unique self who uses language to
describe an objective world or to express itself; it is the structures of language that speak
through the person. (Kvale 1996: 43)

Foucault’s transfer of agency from the subject to discourse has, however, been criticised for

neglecting the agency of the individual. Pile and Thrift also refer to a revitalisation of

interest in agency which is associated with dissatisfaction amongst some social researchers

with the extreme poststructural interpretation that subjectivities are merely the effects of

discourse (Pile and Thrift 1995: 23).

Despite these debates within linguistically orientated approaches, it is possible to take

away two broad points. First, the role of language, is not a simple description of an object

“after the fact” of social relations already in place, but is part of the very perception and

therefore constitution of the “fact” itself (van Dijk 1993b: 95, Wetherell and Potter 1992:

60). Second, language serves to structure society and individuals. Such understandings have

provided the vehicle for a move away from essentialist approaches that see identity as a

reified essence or property of individuals. The non-essentialist understandings of identity,

furthermore, liberate analysis from the conception that identity is singular. In non-

essentialist thinking, identity is not

thought of as a natural unity (like an organism or body) or as one that is closed by a
structure, like patriarchy or capitalism, around a central antagonism or fundamental
relation. Rather society can be seen as transiently and partially unified by temporary fixings
of meanings. (Gibson-Graham 1995: 276)
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Rather than the “stable core of the self”, we understand people to be capable of taking on

multiple, fractured and fragmented identities, can be understood “nomadic” or even

“hybrid” in the sense that they move between or occupy several different and even

seemingly contradictory identities (Hall 1996: 3, Jones and Moss 1995: 254, Watts 1992:

124). The conceptualisation of identity in this way is possible only by acknowledging that

identity is made through discourse rather than a pregiven or fixed property. Therefore, it is

possible to change one’s identity by changing the way one speaks about oneself.

Subjectivity is constituted through a “federation of different discourses or persona” (Pile

and Thrift 1995: 11). Not only are there no

“natural” and “original” identities, since every identity is the result of a constituting
process, but this process itself must be seen as one of permanent hybridisation and
nomadization… For an appropriate definition of identity, we need to take account of both
the multiplicity of discourses and the power structure which affects it, as well as the
complex dynamic of complicity and resistance which underlines the practices in which this
identity is implicated. (Mouffe 1995: 264)

The most fundamental conclusion that can be reached from the poststructural linguistic

turn, then, is that identities do not have objective reality and have to be seen as subjectively

constituted through language. According to Keith and Cross,

core concepts – individuality, ethnicity, race, family, community, state – must not be
reified, turned into immutable objects which can be subjected to microscopic scrutiny …
we must focus instead on the context in which these concepts are used to understand not
only their meaning or analytical value, but also the work they perform in the reproduction
of social relations of inequality. (Keith and Cross 1993:29)

Extending this notion, some writers argue that communities are “imagined”, meaning that

“belief in their presence is their only brick and mortar, and imputation of importance their

only source of authority” (Bauman 1992: xix). The notion of “imagined communities” was

popularised by Anderson’s (1991) who pointed out that although inhabitants of a nation will

never meet each other, many consider themselves as belonging to a common community

(1991: 3, also see Harvey 1996: 99). To some extent, therefore, nations should be

understood as “imagined” and senses of nationalism are “cultural artefacts”, with particular

origins and meanings. In the extreme interpretation, nations do not exist until they are

invented and constructed through nationalism. This does not mean that they are “false” but

rather that they do not have objective reality independent from their cultural and discursive

context.

This is a particularly relevant notion with regards to race, for while the biological

notion of racial difference has long ago been discredited, the notion of race continues to

carry great (and arguably undiminished) importance in society. Race must be confronted as

a creation of society rather than an inert characteristic of society, as Frankenberg explains.
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I found most useful those analyses that view race as a socially constructed rather than
inherently meaningful category, one linked to relations of power and processes of struggle
and one whose meaning changes over time. Race, like gender, is “real” in the sense that it
has real, though changing, effects in the world and real, tangible, and complex impact on
individuals’ sense of self, experiences, and life chances. In asserting that race and racial
difference are socially constructed, I do not minimize their social and political reality, but
rather insist that their reality is, precisely, social and political rather than inherent or static.
(Frankenberg 1993: 11)

In South Africa, while biological definitions of racial difference have been discredited,

discourses around race have evolved to explain racial difference through cultural and

developmental terms. While the genealogy of racial perceptions in South Africa is the major

focus of the next chapter, it is important at this stage to flag the ontological point that any

study of race and racism cannot treat race as having a basis in anything other than racial

discourses. Racial identity is constructed through the very process of racism, rather than

racism being a response to social difference.

Furthermore, while society and various academic traditions have been “guilty” of

reifying race, so anti-racists movements have fallen into the same trap in their treatment of

“racists” and “whiteness”. For Bonnett, “whiteness has tended to be approached by anti-

racists as a fixed, asocial category rather than a changeable social construction” (Bonnett

2000: 121). The “racist”, therefore, has been an essentialised identity perceived by no doubt

well meaning anti-racists who seek to isolate and “treat” the pathology of racism. The effect

of this has been to dump society’s racial ills on a category of people seen to be deviant,

thereby turning the racist into “the Other” of “us normal folk”. The problem with this is that

racial discourse is endemic to everyday practice and is not the exclusive preserve of the

Afrikaner Weerstand Beweging. 7 Indeed the “racist” label becomes wholly inadequate for

acknowledging the variety of ways in which racial discourse enters our everyday worlds.

We are not in search therefore of an easily identifiable “racist”, or even a racial property of

whiteness, but a variety of “subject positions” in which race can play a role.

A “postmodern” frame posits racist identities, like other identities, including that of the
“anti-racist”, as decentred, fragmented by contradictory discourses and by the pull of other
identities. It sees them, therefore, not as necessarily consistent in their operation across
different contexts and sites, and not available in the form of transparent self-knowledge to
the subject. (Rattansi 1994: 70)

Thus, racial discourses should be seen not as the manifestation of racist properties as fixed

properties of certain types of people (such as whites), but as the articulation of a certain

subject position available to all people. Indeed, many of the discourses examined in this

                                                
7 The AWB is an Afrikaans supremacist group which draws little support but received much media
attention in the 1990s as a neo-nazi paramilitary oddity. 
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thesis are also widely deployed by Indians in Durban against squatters and street traders. It

is also possible to find examples of white people rejecting these discourses thereby

destroying the stereotype of “the white racist”. People are treated, in this thesis, as making

“choices about the design and structure of their clauses which amount to choices about how

to signify (and construct) social identities, social relationships, and knowledge and belief”

(Fairclough 1992: 76).

In summary then, in the transition from essentialism to non-essentialism we have

arrived at an understanding of identity as constructed rather than objective. Rattansi argues

that in de-essentialising the subjectivity, it is no longer

reducible to a timeless, unchanging, defining and determining element or ensemble of
elements – “human nature”, for example, or in the case of the social, the logic of the market
or mode of production. Alteriety is important here because subjects and the social, and thus
both individual and collective identities, are seen not as essentially given, but as constantly
under construction and transformation, a process in which differentiation from Others is a
powerful constitutive force. (Rattansi 1994: 29)

Here Rattansi orientates us towards one of the most prominent components of non-

essentialist identity theory: that the social construction of identity takes place with reference

to an excluded “Other”. It is this set of ideas that will now be examined in more detail.

Categorisations and the constitutive outside

Social identity is often thought of as being experienced as membership of a group or groups

of some kind, such as “white” “South African” “male”. People who consider themselves as

belonging to a group believe they have some allegiance to its membership, ideals and values

on the basis of some node of unification such as citizenship, common origin, race,

biological inheritance or class. This process of allegiance is referred to as identification

(Hall 1996: 2, Woodward 1997: 45). The contribution of non-essentialist approaches has

been to point out that any nodes of unification are not objective but are promoted as

important through a discourse, with any appearance of objectivity being an effect of the

discourse itself. Further, identity construction is achieved through far more than mere

identification with a group, and at times has little to do with inward orientation and more to

do with outward focus. For example, it has been argued that “...whites do not think about

themselves as white but only about others as non-white and other” (Sibley 1995: 23). In

other words, in order for a group to establish and maintain itself, it needs to draw a

boundary around itself so that people who do not belong to the group can be excluded. For

Bauman,

[c]lassifying consists of the acts of inclusion and exclusion. Each act of naming splits the
world in two: entities that answer to that name; all the rest do not. Certain entities may be
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included into a class – made a class – only in as far as other entities are excluded, left
outside. (Bauman 1991: 2)

In western modernity, dimensions of social differentiation such as nation, race, culture,

gender, sexuality, are seldom understood as a range of different but equal points where each

element is valid and valued in its own right (Grossberg 1996: 93). Rather, diversity is

transformed into a binarised difference, in terms of which “I” hierarchically position

“Myself” and “Others” in society. In other words, instead of a spectrum of diversity, where

the borders between types of people are “fuzzy”, diversity is seen as a matter of white and

black (metaphorically and literally), one being positive and the other negative. When I meet

an individual I think of them not as potentially sharing some common ground with me, but

rather as either in or out of my camp. Different people are not merely “different” to me in a

way that places them on an equal level with me, they are also inferior to me, making them

“the wrong sort of human beings” (Rorty 1989: 190).

Clearly this is most relevant from the point of view of those with access to the power

necessary to dictate the processes of defining social difference. For Laclau “the constitution

of a social identity is an act of power and identity as such is power” (Laclau 1990: 31).

Norbert Elias wrote about this notion in The Civilizing Process, as summarised here by

Mennell:

The ability of one group to pin the badge of human inferiority on another human group and
make it stick, argues Elias, is a function of specific figuration formed by the two groups
with one another. The centrepiece of such a figuration is an uneven, tensile, balance of
power… They are uneven because one group has succeeded in monopolizing some power
resource, at least for a time. (Mennell 1992: 121)

The ability of Europe, whites, men and heterosexuals to define the Orient, Africa, blacks,

women, gays as “inferior” reflects the control by the former over the mainstream discourses

that construct the latter as such. The construction of definitional boundaries, and associated

exclusion, is the means that cultural power has been exercised (Watts 1991: 11).8 In the

specific case of Orientalism, Said argued that “the relationship between the Occident and

the Orient is a relationship of power, of domination, of varying degrees of a complex

hegemony…” (Said 1995: 5). In all of these instances of the use of power to denigrate

others in support of the self – we see a form of power not related to “brute repression” but

one that “appeals to common sense” and indeed defines what common sense is (Cresswell

1997: 338 drawing on Hall). With South Africa in mind, Magubane explains the importance

of the appeal to the emotion in the exercising of power:

                                                
8 See Massey (1992: 72) for a discussion on the binarised conceptualisation of identity with reference to
gender.
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Political power embraces control of humans for purposes of influencing the behavior of the
state, its legislative, administrative, and judicial activities. Since political power is control
of other humans, it is always a two-sided relationship. Humans are not simply pieces of
inert matter, they are living organisms endowed with intelligence and reason, although
frequently not capable of or prevented from acting rationally. Consequently, those who
wield political power are compelled to create emotional responses in those whom they
want to influence as allies to rule the rest. They induce them to accept, implicitly or
explicitly, certain fears. Racism was a perfect tool, as it as easily evokes emotional fears
amongst those whom the ruling class classifies as “them” and against “us”. (Magubane
1996: 365)

An important purpose of a ruling hegemony, then, is the alignment of those whom they

consider “allies” with their cause, and the infusion of commonly shared fears and

recognition of those who threaten the hegemony. In short, identity production and

management is an essential tool of the powerful.

Whatever the power of certain groups to dictate identity formation processes, however,

they are still dependent on weaker marginalized groups for the derivation of their identity.

An identity is not independent of its context but, rather, is formed with reference to that

which it defines as being outside of itself. It is impossible to have an in-group without

having an out-group; an “us” without a “them”; or “friends” without “enemies”. Group

identity, therefore, is a way of understanding ourselves by reference to more than just

ourselves. Whiteness, masculinity, nationalism and other group identities are achieved by

direct reference to that which is seen as not belonging to these categories: blackness,

femininity and foreigners. The importance of exclusion of Others with regard to our identity

formation is that those people excluded are seen to work against the ideals, values and

status that members of our group see as defining ourselves. Sibley explains that “collective

expressions of a fear of others … call on images which constitute bad objects for the self

and thus contribute to the definition of the self” (Sibley 1995: 45). Generally, that which is

excluded from a group identity is the inverse of that identity. The difference between Me

and You is that I succeed in areas in which You fail, You are My negative inferior. By

attaching failures and inadequacies to the Other, I am able to cleanse My identity of

blemishes and weaknesses. In psychoanalytic terms, then, both “the Self and the world are

split into good and bad objects, and the bad self, the self associated with fear and anxiety

over the loss of control, is projected onto bad objects” (Sibley 1995: 15). As a result, My

positive identity is dependent on Your negative one. As Bauman explains,

The outside is negativity to the inside’s positivity. The outside is what the inside is not …
The enemies are flawed friends; they are the wilderness that violates friends’ homliness, the
absence which is a denial of friends’ presence. The repugnant and frightening “out there”
of the enemies is, as Derrida would say, a supplement – both the addition to, and the
displacement of the cosy and comforting “in here” of the friends. Only by crystallizing and
solidifying what they are not (or what they do not wish to be, or what they would not say
they are), in the counter-image of the enemies, may the friends assert what they are, what
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they want to be and what they want to be thought of as being. (Bauman 1991: 53, italics in
original)

An identity’s Other then is fundamental to the constitution of the identity. Therefore the

Other has been labelled a constitutive outside by Derrida (Laclau and Mouffe 1985).

Derrida’s notion of identity was that any identity had to be based on excluding something

and establishing a “violent hierarchy” between the two groups that result (Laclau 1990: 32).

For Derrida, an entity’s meaning is constituted in terms of what the entity is not (Rosenau

1992: 81). Pile explains further, paraphrasing Stallybrass and White (1986), that there is an

internal relationship between high and low, meaning

high is not-low and low is not-high, the one is defined in opposition to the other and makes
no sense outside of this opposition. From this perspective, while the powerful are busy
proclaiming themselves as being of high value, they can only do so by finding, naming,
ordering and maintaining others who are not of high value. The self-proclaiming high is
constituted by an other who, though necessary to high self-identity, is denigrated and seen
as both opposite and separate... (Pile 1996: 175)

Paradoxically, then, an identity is dependent upon that which it considers to be its enemy

(Robinson 1998: 535). It has been argued, for example, that the settlement of blacks and

Asians in the UK resulted in the formation of a certain kind of coherent white “British”

identity (Hesse 1993: 1972). If the immigrants were removed, the sense of “Britishness”

which formed in response to their arrival would collapse. In the context of colonial models

of the world, western identities have relied on the identification and exclusion of an

exterior, which is seen to be the opposite of the West. The West and “the rest” are identities

that mutually constitute one another, neither being possible without the other (Rattansi

1997: 481). Europe’s invention of “the Orient” used above as an example of

constructionism, therefore, needs to be seen not only as the construction of the identity of

the Orient, but also as part of Europe’s attempt to define itself:

Orientalism is never far from what Denys Hay has called the idea of Europe, a collective
notion identifying “us” Europeans against all “those” non-Europeans, and indeed it can be
argued that the major component in European culture is precisely what made that culture
hegemonic both in and outside Europe: the idea of European identity as a superior one in
comparison with all the non-European peoples and cultures. (Said 1995: 7)

Europe’s superiority, then, is not an objective fact but a belief established through the

construction of the rest of the world as inferior. Western identity is “an effect of” the way

the West constructs its Others (Frankenberg 1993: 17). Through the construction of an

outside or “an Other”, an identity, such as the “modern and civilised West”, can establish

itself as distinct from, and better than, the rest of humanity. This is done not by boasting

about the laudable qualities of “our identity” but rather by emphasising the flaws,

weaknesses and faults of the Other:
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… the identity formation of the West proceeds much more by listing – and denigrating –
the characteristics of the Other than by explicitly enumerating those traits which make the
West superior, though the negative classification of the non-western “them” allows the
“us” category to be silently filled with all the desirable traits which “they” do not possess.
(Williams and Chrisman 1993: 127)

Therefore to stigmatise the out-group functions not only to discredit the Other but also to

“confirm the usualness” of the in-group (Goffman 1963: 3). Stigmas are used to highlight

deviations from “the norm” and therefore tell much about perceptions of what is seen as

normal and who is considered to be normal.

For such identities to be effective, it is vital to establish and maintain a clear separation

between “us” and “the Other” (Sibley 1995: 14). The Other must not be able to cross the

border between us and them, thereby entering our domain and our identity. Separateness

must not be compromised, as Bauman explains:

The danger must be signalled, the natives must be warned and kept on the alert lest they
should succumb to the temptation of compromising the separate ways that make them what
they are. This can be attained by discrediting the stranger; by representing the outward,
visible and easy to spot traits (Diacritica, in Frederick Barth’s terms) of the stranger as
signs of concealed, yet for this reason even more abominable and dangerous, qualities.
(Bauman 1991: 67)

It is important, then, to sharpen boundaries, squeeze out the middle ground and avoid the

ambivalence that results from unclear categorisation (Bauman 1991: 24). Stereotypes are

used to turn the Other into an absolute Other with an unambiguous fixed basis of difference

(Sibley 1995: 18). Identities are made to be singular, unfragmented, homogenous and

stable, that is, identities are “essentialised”. Within nationalist identities, “nativism” is

promoted in a way that encourages ethnic, religious and linguistic homogeneity (Cross and

Keith 1993: 19).

However, while these identities depend on a clear distinction from “the other”, they are

always unstable and incomplete and vulnerable to their constitutive outsides, since social

diversity tends not to be binary, and ambivalence is difficult to overcome (Sibley 1995: 8).

Pile and Thrift explain the mismatch between the desired separation and its impossibility:

The map and the subject masquerade as something that they are not entirely: every day
they put on their (brave) face to fit their bodies into surfaces of power with which they are
presented but which extend far beyond them. The mask/drag, that people use to get them
through the day, is a veil which continually threatens to be torn away by the violence of the
other … Identity is a fiction which must be continually established as truth. (Pile and Thrift
1995: 49)

This is particularly evident when one realises that the difference between “us” and “them”

is not as absolute as “we” would like to believe. Those who we define as Others are

sometimes capable of transgressing the border separating them from us and entering our

identity and space (Cresswell 1994, 1997). Instead of the security created by clear
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separation, people become insecure in response to mixing and ambiguity (Bauman 1991).

For example, when the Other chooses to cease being different from us and starts to mimic

us, it undermines our identity and becomes a “menace” (Bhabha 1986: 198). This was a

challenge that confronted colonialists in all conquered territories, whose successful

“civilising missions” undermined the barbarous Otherness of colonised people. Difference

was reinstated, however, by distinguishing between being English and being Anglicized –

the latter being the westernised native who is “almost the same but not quite” western

(Bhabha 1986: 202). Nevertheless, the encroachment on western civilised identity

undermines the authority of that identity to proclaim difference (Bhabha 1986: 203). Not

only is the Other capable of becoming like us, but clear distinctions are also threatened by

the realisation that we recognise in the Other those parts of ourselves that are repressed

(Sibley 1995: 51). While Others might be represented through discourses of disgust, they

are also found to be exciting and intriguing.

The Other is also unsettling when it ceases to be merely a “negativity” or “lack” in

opposition to our “positivity” or “presence”. Once the Other defies its singular definition

and takes on a variety of specific positions, it takes on a presence and becomes “a set of

positives rather than a negation or an amorphous being” (Gibson-Graham 1995: 278).

Therefore the Other, upon which any identity is dependent, can in various ways fail to

perform the simple role of affirming the identity and can unsettle it instead. The very

dependence of any identity on its Other is itself unsettling since the identity can never

achieve independence from that which considers to be its antithesis.

By stressing the fact that the outside is constitutive, it reveals the impossibility of drawing
an absolute distinction between interior and exterior. The existence of the other becomes a
condition of possibility of my identity since, without the other, I could not have an identity.
Therefore, every identity is irremediably destabilized by its exterior and appears as
something contingent. … Inasmuch as objectivity always depends on absent otherness, it is
always necessarily echoed and contaminated by this otherness. (Mouffe 1995: 264)

The theoretical origins of the destabilising ability of the Other lie in Derrida’s notion of

différance which “describes a particular constitutive relation of negativity in which the

subordinate term (the marginalized other or subaltern) is a necessary and internal force of

destabilization existing within the identity of the dominant term” (Grossberg 1996: 90). The

relationship between us and the Other need not be one of straightforward rejection but of

ambivalence – a mixture of fascination and fear. Since the “undesirable” elements of our

identity, for example around sexuality, have been denied in ourselves and transferred to the

Other it is inevitable that the latter will be in some ways appealing to us (Wouters 1998:

133). Wouters explains that relating to the other requires an engagement with one’s “own

feelings of strangeness – those desires and fears that in processes of repression, denial and
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other forms of defence have become strange to the self” (1998: 132). Stallybrass and White

describe the problem thus:

the “top” attempts to reject and eliminate the “bottom” for reasons of prestige and status,
only to discover, not only that it is in some way frequently dependent upon that low-
Other…, but also that the top includes that low symbolically, as a primary eroticised
constituent of its own fantasy life. The result is a mobile, conflictual fusion of power, fear
and desire in the construction of subjectivity: a psychological dependence upon precisely
those Others which are being rigorously opposed and excluded at the social level.
(Stallybrass and White 1986: 5)

It is the ambivalence of the Other which makes them even more problematic than sheer

difference and is likely to lead to even more vigorous efforts towards exclusion. In

particular this drive towards separation has unfolded at a spatial level, as will now be

explored.

2 . 2  S O C I A L  D I F F E R E N C E  A N D  S P A C E

Thus far we have established that identity is derived from the social production of

belonging and exclusion, which has important spatial implications. Pile and Thrift note that

writing about identity often makes use of spatial metaphors such as mobility,

transculturation and diaspora (Pile and Thrift 1995: 10; also see Massey 1992: 66; Pratt

1992: 241; Stallybrass and White 1986: 3). People’s identity is “necessarily constructed

with and by space” (Chivallon 1995: 290). Sibley states that

[T]he social self could also be seen as a place-related self, and this applies also to
stereotypes of the other which assume negative or positive qualities according to whether
the stereotyped individual or group is “in place” or “out of place”. (Sibley 1995: 19)

For Massey, “spatiality is implicated in the accomplishment of difference and identity”

(1995: 285). Likewise, Jones and Moss state that “social identities produced through social

relations are always constructed in and through social space” (1995: 256, italics in original).

Spatiality, then, is not merely an aspect of identity but is integral, in that “subjectivity

describes the points of attachment from which one experiences the world….The self ... can

be reconceptualized in spatial terms as different modes or vectors of spatial existence”

(Grossberg 1996: 101).

This discussion concentrates on three ways in which space and identity are connected.

First, people’s self-conceptions frequently draw on understandings of attachments to certain

spaces. Second, a group of people can attempt to secure and create certain kinds of spaces

in order to support their self-conception. The creation of certain kinds of spaces does not

only involve adding specific features and elements to them which are seen to positively
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contribute to the identity, but also involves removing certain things from them that are seen

to work against the desired self-conception. Third, the failure of exclusionary mechanisms,

resulting in the penetration of spaces by undesired elements, is a source of anxiety as it

brings mixing and “Otherness” into “our” space. Each of these three will now be examined

in turn.

Self-conceptions draw on attachments to place

As part of the broad process of identification, where people define their identity through

allegiance to ideals and groups, identity is expressed through attachments to and

associations with certain places and spaces (Radcliffe 1996: 25). Statements such as “I am

European” or “I am African” are not merely neutral descriptions of the region in which one

resides, but convey an entire identity both of the people making the statements and of the

spaces to which they refer. Quite simply, as Dixon and Durrheim put it, “questions of ‘who

we are’ are often intimately related to questions of ‘where we are’” (2000: 27). The

relationship between identity and space is mutually reinforcing – a group’s identity is

constituted through certain spaces and the identity of those spaces is constituted through

people (Watts 1992: 118).9 This assertion is only possible through a certain understanding

of what is meant by “space”. In particular, geography’s ontological conception of “place”

and “space” has shifted somewhat in response to the postmodern-constructivist challenge.

For Natter, “neither places nor the identities which form around them are confirmations of a

pregiven articulation, but are un-fixed arenas of identity formation” (Natter 1995: 273).

Within this framework, the statement “I am European” would now be seen as a construction

rather than an objective property of my Self, since the very idea of Europe has been exposed

as a construction. Many social researchers, then, have moved away from the perception of

space as an objective, neutral material medium to an understanding of space as socially

produced and rich with symbolism and meaning (e.g. Dixon and Durrheim 2000: 31,

Hetherington 1997: 22; Lagopoulos 1993: 255; Lefebvre 1991; Watts 1992: 118, 120). For

Chivallon, spatial configurations:

                                                
9 Massey contextualises these two processes as a paradigm shift: “The aphorism of the seventies was
‘space is a social construct’. … But this, too, was soon to seem an inadequate characterisation of the
social/spatial relation. For while it is surely correct to argue that space is socially constructed, the one-
sidedness of that formulation implied that geographical forms and distributions were simply outcomes,
the end point of social explanation….And so, to the aphorism of the 1970s – that space is socially
constructed – was added in the 1980s the other side of the coin: that the social is spatially constructed too,
and that makes a difference. In other words, and in its broadest formulation, society is necessarily
constructed spatially and that fact – the spatial organisation of society – makes a difference to how it
works”. (Massey 1992 70)
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are no longer linked only to the rules governing the use of space, nor even to a body of
represented functionalities. They occur within the system of symbols of human groups, to
make meaningful and intelligible a body of complex relationships with otherness and with
the world as a whole. In other words, spatial configurations or spatiality relate not only to
the representation of material expanse, but are also the means whereby human groups
represent their own reality to themselves. (Chivallon 1995: 294)

Spatiality is not simply a material dimension or a passive “stage” containing social

interaction, but can be used to regulate and constrain social interaction and to give it

meaning (Massey 1992: 76). The primary category of focus in this framework, then, is not

the discovery of the objective nature of spaces, but the representations of the nature of

spaces. Harvey writes “...place in whatever guise is, like space and time (see Harvey 1990)

a social construct. The only interesting question that can be asked is: by what social

process(es) is place constructed?” (Harvey 1993: 8). Various types of spaces – home,

neighbourhood, suburb, squatter settlement, township, city, urban, rural, nation, territory,

continent – are represented in certain ways and convey specific symbolic meanings. The

mere process of naming of places is part of the construction of them as “belonging” to

certain people or being associated with certain meanings. A landscape located outside of

Europe can be “Europeanised”, in part, through the process of naming (Berg and Kearns

1996: 108). Therefore naming a place is not a neutral process of identification but is

fundamentally political. The apparent ordinariness of place names is a testimony to their

power to normalise and legitimise “those who dominate the politics of (place)

representation” (Berg and Kearns 1996: 99).

As well as the symbolic importance of non-physical properties of places such as names,

particular physical properties such as architecture and landscapes can become “major

repositor[ies] of symbols of social status” (Duncan 1992: 39, also see Watts 1992: 122). A

“landscape” in a part of town with certain architecture and built physical environment is

more than materially functional in terms of providing shelter. The landscape itself can be

encoded with signs that can convey meanings about group membership, inclusion,

exclusion, values and status of that part of town (Duncan 1992: 39). It has been argued that

a landscape can be “read” as “text” since it consists of symbols that refer to collectively

understood meanings (Jacobs 1994: 752).

As a result of the symbolic meaning of spaces, people are said to develop certain senses

of place. This refers particularly to the everyday lived environment where the familiarity of

the lifeworld produces a comfortable sense of control and safety. Having a sense of place

then can be understood as one’s “comfort zone” where one can go about daily life in an

identity affirming environment where there is little to challenge one’s self-perception. Place

therefore becomes the “locus of being” and some theorists have advocated the importance
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of members of society having a strong sense of place (Harvey 1993: 9). The home – both in

its narrow definition of an abode and its broader sense as the environment in which one

lives – is for Relph (1976) the “phenomenological origin of the identity of place” (Crow

1994: 407).

The symbolically loaded features of places such as name, architecture, landscape and

the people that inhabit places enable societies to assign “characters” to places which in turn

create an environment that is supportive of the desired self-perceptions (Jacobs 1994).

However the process of assignment is concealed in the objective appearance of the essence

of places created through their heritage and history. While it might be possible to imagine

progressive approaches to place that recognise the constructed nature of these characters

and the possibility of a changing sense of place, it is apparent that many of the discourses

analysed in this thesis draw on conservative approaches to place deploying realist

conceptions of place that attempt to preserve their “characters” thereby resisting change

(Massey 1993: 64). This, in turn, enables social conservativeness as Duncan explains:

A residential landscape helps in the reproduction of a class or status group because it is an
important repository of symbols of social class and ethnic heritage. Increasingly subtle
variations allow it to continue to serve this function for a particular social group. (Duncan
1992: 40)

Creating spaces to support an identity through exclusion and inclusion

We have seen above that while the desire for a sense of community appears at first glance to

be based on an inward focus by the community on itself, its sense of community is also

achieved through an outward focus on external negativity as expressed in racism,

xenophobia, and so on (Harvey 1993: 16). Similarly, the identity-affirming potential of

“place” does not only depend on the valued components making up that place in and of

themselves, but an awareness of the identity-threatening environments that lie beyond.

Therefore, while the home might be the “phenomenological origin of the identity of place”,

identity making processes also draw on that which lies outside of the home, and the home

therefore functions as “central point from which you look out on the rest” (Crow 1994:

407). Contrasting with a cosy sense of place in comfortable known lifeworld is the

uncertain unknown “out there” (Tuan 1977; Bauman 1993: 158).10 Beyond the

neighbourhood of familiar faces and friends is the domain of the Other. The negative

perception of Others as threatening, therefore, is often associated with the similar

                                                
10 Tuan and other geographers distinguish between “place” as the known homely lifeworld and “space” as
the unknown realms beyond. In this thesis I do not adhere to this tight classification and consider both to
be modes of constructing spatiality. Space and place are therefore used somewhat interchangeably.
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denigration of the distant places they occupy (Sibley 1995: 3). Group membership is a

fundamentally geographical phenomenon, with belonging and exclusion being achieved

through fences and borders (Smith 1995: 2). Massey writes that the counterposition between

us and them is constructed by “a concave line around some area, the inside of which is

defined in one way and the outside in another” (Massey 1993: 64). Other places become

negatively stereotyped as dangerous, dirty, chaotic, ugly, delinquent, unproductive,

backwards and uncivilised in contrast to the positive characters of our places. Harvey states

that “the denigration of other’s places provides a way to assert the viability and incipient

power of one’s own place” (Harvey 1993: 23). Types of spaces that have gained these

negative stereotypes include the Third World, the Orient, Africa, the inner city slum,

council housing, and squatter settlements (respectively: Sharp 1988c, Said 1995, Jarosz

1992, Ward 1989, Mennell 1992, Dixon 1994, Saff 1994).

Space and social difference are therefore intimately related. Exclusion serves to secure

our space and therefore our identity (Bauman 1993: 237). The objective is to ensure that we

only encounter those who we consider as similar to us within our everyday space

(neighbours) and avoid contact with those who we consider to be dissimilar (aliens). Social

distance and physical distance are correlated so that aliens are kept at a distance (Bauman

1993: 150):

...the physical neighbourhood stood out from the rest of social space for the absence of
strangers, and hence the satisfying, secure fullness of normative regulation…. Social space
stopped at the neighbourhood’s boundary. On the other side of the intellectually alien
world inhabited by faceless bodies. … Humans did not divide into neighbours and aliens:
either they were humans, or they were aliens. (Bauman 1993: 151)

Nationalism operates on precisely this contrast between inside and outside – a combination

of “romanticised pleasures of hearth – an inward placeness” and “the terror of the

race/space of the Other – an outward globalness” (Jacobs 1996: 40 drawing on Bhabha

1990). On a larger scale, those who defined themselves as “civilised” during the process of

European colonisation did so through a spatial and cultural boundary

drawn between civilization and various uncivilized deviant “others” … The world map,
with civilization in the centre and the grotesque adorning the periphery, then expressed this
desire for a literal distancing from the “other”. More generally, space was used to establish
a hierarchy which distinguished the civilized European from uncivilized native peoples.
(Sibley 1995: 50-51)

Ideally, then, one lives in a world where one’s living environment is without Otherness.

However, the social world does not always conform to the desired co-ordination between

social and physical distance. At times “the Other” attempts to enter our place, or indeed is

already present there, and they therefore present a challenge to the identity of our place and

ourselves. When aliens attempt to “enter the radius of physical proximity”, the response by
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the established group can take the form of three strategies (Bauman 1993: 151). First, those

defined as intruders can be fought (as in a territorial war attempting to defend boundaries)

or expelled (as in illegal immigrants deported by a state’s immigration authority), or

exterminated (as in ethnic cleansing, the holocaust, and, of course, the relocations of black

people under apartheid’s homeland and group areas systems). Second, if it is appropriate to

have aliens within the lifeworld, they can be “allowed” in on a temporary basis. Difference,

therefore, is “licensed” or given official permission to be present (Bauman 1992: xviii), but

is heavily constrained in order to prevent their Otherness damaging the achievement of our

desired spatial-identity. Apartheid once again is an example of this, since despite claiming

to seek racial segregation, permission was granted to some “aliens” through the pass system

to enter “white space” in order to act as cheap labour in mines, industry and even the

home.11 Third, aliens might be accepted as neighbours on the condition that they assimilate

“unnoticed” into the neighbourhood thus become like neighbours. The proud use of the

“melting pot” analogy by the US reflects precisely this: it is prepared to accept a variety of

different people but it is necessary for them to “melt” down and contribute towards the

collective relatively homogenous society. Those not prepared to abandon their otherness, to

blend in, are not welcome.

The net intention of these three strategies is to avoid engagement with Otherness in

everyday activity, and to deny the Other normative influence on “our” space. Aliens

entering our space may be fought off and expelled, given temporary conditional permission

to enter, or be assimilated in order to maintain the integrity of our borders. It is hoped that

these three techniques can ensure the intended characters of the spaces and societies within

these borders. Our places of education, work, recreation and of residence are preserved as

“social spaces” in the sense that the people we are likely to encounter in our everyday lives

are the types people with whom it is possible to have social engagement. Our environments

would become orderly, in the sense that an orderly world is one in which “one knows how

to go on” (Bauman 1992: 1). The presence of others would impair the achievement of social

space since they are by definition people with whom we cannot have social engagement.

The achievement of order and a sense of control would be similarly compromised as it

                                                
11 The point of licensing is illustrated by the liberal parliamentarian Helen Suzman who remarked:
“Throughout those years alone I was constantly badgering civil servants for permits, passports, paroles,
and was also taking action on what were normal, everyday responsibilities of parliamentarians in
democratic countries, but which in South Africa always seemed to require the stamp of ubiquitous
officials – to such an absurd degree that I remarked bitterly in Parliament that it seemed one half of the
population of South Africa was occupied with granting permits to the other” (Suzman 1993: 119). Along
this theme, Derrida referred to apartheid’s “breathless frenzy of an obsessive juridicism” (1983: 57)
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would be impossible to contain random events and one might be confronted with an

environment one does not know how to engage with.

Society, then, has been characterised by a powerful sense that certain people belong in

certain places but not in others. This sense is, of course, not a democratic notion of social

order but one imposed by the powerful who use the division of space in order to establish

“truth” (Cresswell 1994: 55). It is essential “for powerful groups in any given context to

define common sense and that which goes unquestioned” (Cresswell 1997: 344). Social

difference is spatially managed in order to create discrete bounded spatial zones that aim

towards internal homogeneity. Sibley writes that

we can speak of strongly classified space, where there is internal homogeneity and clear,
strong boundaries separate that space from others. Alternatively, we could identify a
strongly classified spatial system, consisting of a collection of clearly bounded and
homogenous units, like land-uses in a city or the rooms in a house. (Sibley 1995: 80)

Spatial strategies of the powerful (Thrift 1996: 16), generally revolve around the control of

inclusion and exclusion, such as citizenship, borders, buffer zones, influx control, perimeter

fencing, access gates, removal. Foucault’s assessment of power lead him to a notion of

space as a container of power, and “the means by which subjects came to be incarcerated,

disciplined, and imprisoned within spaces of social control” (Watts 1992: 117). Sibley

defines social control as “the attempted regulation of the behaviour of individuals and

groups by other individuals or groups in dominant positions” (Sibley 1995: 81). In

particular mobility can be structured in a way that allows certain people to access certain

places, but prohibits the ability of other kinds of people to access them (Grossberg 1996:

101-102). Powerful groups regulate the mobility of others, and their ability to do so both

reflects and reinforces their power (Massey 1993: 62).

One of the most powerful ways in which social space can be conceptualised is as
constituted out of social relations, social interactions, and for that reason always and
everywhere an expression and a medium of power. … what is at issue in the geographical
field is the construction of spatial difference (and thus, for instance, the nature of
differentiated places) through the articulation of spatialised social relations. (Massey 1995:
284)

Powerful groups spend a great deal of energy, then, attempting to maintain the “sanctity of

space” (Sibley 1995: 73). Such attempts are, therefore, an “expression of power relations”

and are related to domination (Sibley 1995: 73). Whereas in the past, the management of

space was a function largely carried out by the state, present day elites have no guarantee

that their governments will act to regulate accessibility on their behalf. Such duties are

increasingly being taken on by the private sector in the form of shopping malls, office

parks, private security companies and gated residential communities (Davis 1990, Jacobs

1996: 67, May 1998: 118).
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The undoing of spatial orders

Should these strategies revolving around border management fail to achieve strongly

classified space, the very basis of social order is undermined. The failure of categorisation

resulting in the mixing of dissimilar elements is undesirable as it undoes the imposed order

of the world. The classificatory property of language attempts to “sustain order and to deny

or suppress randomness and contingency.” When languages prove inadequate and can no

longer “place” an object – that object generates a sense of ambivalence which can be

defined as a “feeling of indecision, undecidability, and hence loss of control” (Bauman

1991: 2). The impossibility of fitting the object into previous social-spatial orders exposes

the vulnerability of those orders. Resistance to definition “sets the limit to sovereignty, to

power, to the transparency of the world, to its control, to order” (Bauman 1991: 9). Great

energy has therefore been spent shoring up boundaries in order to make them hermetic and

to overcome the problem of the “messy” intrusion of incongruous people. Boundaries have

to be made

sharp and clearly marked, which means “excluding the middle”, suppressing or
exterminating everything ambiguous, everything that sits astride the barricade and thus
compromised the vital distinction between inside and outside. Building and keeping order
means making friends and fighting enemies. First and foremost, however, it means purging
ambivalence. In the political realm, purging ambivalence means segregating or deporting
stranger … (Bauman 1991: 24)

Spatial ambivalence is problematic for precisely the same reason as social ambivalence

outlined above, when the Other fails to adhere neatly to the assigned category of inferiority

by Anglicising or westernising and becoming like those attempting to define their identity

against them. In entering “our” space or wearing the masks of our identity, the Other makes

a mockery of that identity, exposing foundations that are meant not to be there. Entering

forbidden space, therefore, can be used by the marginalized to subversive intent, responding

to the spatial strategies of the powerful with spatial tactics that undermine those strategies

(de Certeau quoted by Pile and Thrift 1995: 32). Wittingly or unwittingly, the Other’s

unsanctioned presence in restricted access of the city is fundamentally disruptive to urban

order and, in turn, identity (Sibley 1995:76).

Dis-location of identity brought about by a sudden tranformation of valued places. … the
sense of loss [expressed] is not only a loss of place but also, more profoundly, a loss of self
(Dixon and Durrheim 2000: 36).

The presence of Otherness in “our” spaces creates what has been described as an “uncanny”

sensation defined as simultaneously experiencing both the familiar and unfamiliar (Gelder

and Jacobs 1995, Wilton 1998). The familiar everyday environment is juxtaposed with the

unfamiliar thus generating a sense of unease and confusion. By entering our everyday
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environment, the Other is no longer easily defined as an enemy to be fought or expelled but

claims the “right to be an object of responsibility” as if a friend (Bauman 1991: 59). In

entering our space, the Other is no longer the unfamiliar enemy but becomes what Bauman

calls a “stranger” defined as someone who comes into our lifeworld uninvited, in defiance

of the boundaries set up by those attempting to achieve a certain kind of space.12 To take

just one example, the immigration into Britain of black and Asian migrants has been read as

landscapes of (white) British group identity being “penetrated” by its exterior and are no

longer “tightly territorialized” (Hesse 1993: 177). This can leave some people with a sense

of disenfranchisement related, to some extent, to the way in which places of important

symbolic meaning, such as the high street – landmarks through which people “constructed

their sense of place” have been appropriated by others (May 1996: 201).

Metaphors of pollution, dirt, plagues and disease take on particular importance in the

context of mixing (Cresswell 1997). Mixing represents the failure of separation, which is a

“part of the process of purification – it is the means by which defilement or pollution is

avoided” (Sibley 1995: 37). In contrast to the purity of spaces with proper border control

and regulation, the mixing created in unregulated spaces is read as impurity. Dirt, therefore,

gains metaphorical importance as a signifier of “matter out of place” (Douglas 1984).

Crossing a boundary means “to become a form of moral pollution – dirt, filth, scum”

(Hetherington 1997: 49). Constructed as pollution, the offending transgressor prompts a

feeling of abjection, meaning stomach-turning revulsion and the resultant desire to

“cleanse” (Kristeva 1982).13 With the city being imagined as a body, social dirt is

unhygienic – a threat to the health of that which it defiles. The conflation of those who have

transgressed borders with “dirt” is a powerful way of discrediting them and provoking

                                                
12 Bauman describes the stranger thus: “Territorial and functional separation cease to suffice once the
mere unfamiliar turns to be the true stranger, aptly described by Simmel as “the man who comes today
and stays tomorrow”. The stranger is, indeed someone who refuses to remain confined to the “far away”
land or go away from our own and hence a priori defies easy expedient of spatial or temporal segregation.
The stranger comes into the life-world and settles here, and so – unlike the case of the mere “unfamiliars”
– it becomes relevant whether he is a friend or a foe. He made his way into the life-world uninvited,
thereby casting me on the receiving side of his initiative, making me into the object of action of which he
is the subject: all this, as we remember, is a notorious mark of the enemy . Yet, unlike other,
“straightforward” enemies, he is not kept at a secure distance, not on the other side of the battleline.
Worse still, he claims a right to be an object of responsibility the well-known attribute of the friend. If we
press upon him the friend/enemy opposition, he would come out simultaneously under- and over-
determined. And thus, by proxy, he would expose the failing of the opposition itself. He is a constant
threat to the world’s order”. (Bauman 1991: 59)
13 The notion of “abjection” comes from Kristeva’s psycho-analytical theorisation of purity and pollution.
In order to remain pure, the self has to defend the boundaries of its body, a process which “can be seen as
a never-ending battle against residues – excrement, dead skin, sweat, and so on” (Sibley 1995: 8).
Kristeva argues that “Excrement and its equivalents (decay, infection, disease, corpse, etc) stand for the
danger to identity that comes from without: the ego threatened by the non-ego, society threatened by the
outside, life threatened by death” (quoted in Sibley 1995: 8). Pollution, then – of which excrement is
emblematic – provokes strong psychological reactions.



Desegregating Minds, Chapter 2 52

support for their removal. Therefore the removal of certain people from certain spaces has

been in many ways a process of social cleansing of the socially impure. To illustrate, the

following quote outlines the construction of aboriginals as impure in order to discredit their

claims of equal citizenship:

Aboriginal claims to be “caring for their country” were challenged by media coverage
which reported that Aborigines were defecating in a tunnel which runs under the road.
Fielder, drawing on Mary Douglas’s (1984) understanding of the relationship between
purity and pollution/order and disorder, argues that these charges of defilement depicted
the Aboriginal occupation as “impure”, and returned the Aboriginal dwellers to a more
familiar stereotype of a “lesser human being - inherently degenerate, lazy, unreliable, dirty
and disorderly” (Fielder 1991: 36). (quoted in Jacobs 1996: 127)

In sum, then, identity and place are fundamentally related. People derive their identity

from a certain sense of place that not only embodies their ideologies and values, but

attempts to exclude Other ideologies, values and people that could threaten that sense of

place and therefore the identity of the people that created it. Society is imbued with

dominant notions that elements belong in particular places, and if they adhere to this socio-

spatial ordering they are in place but if they disregard it, they are considered to be out of

place. Transgression across boundaries is deeply concerning for those who imposed them.

Having undertaken this tour through identity theory, including the distinction between

realist and constructed approaches to identity and space as well as a discussion on social

and spatial understandings of difference, it is now possible to consider how it might be

possible to investigate these issues.

2 . 3  IM P L I C A T I O N S  F O R  E P I S T E M O L O G Y

An epistemology is a theory of knowledge (Hollis 1994: 9). It addresses the “relationship
between the knower … and what can be known”. (Guba and Lincoln 1994: 108)

As will be evident from the remainder of this chapter and the Appendix, the research

methods used in this research were qualitative methods. Yet qualitative methods do not

constitute a theory or paradigm, and many theoretical approaches claim to use them (Denzin

and Lincoln 1994: 3). The well-worn distinction between quantitative and qualitative

methods does not itself address the epistemological challenge of researching identity. For

Pile, both quantitative and qualitative research can fall into the realist-positivist approach of

“getting information and then trying to either explain or understand it” (Pile 1991: 459). It

is quite possible to take “qualitative data” such as unstructured interviews and apply

quantitative interpretation “based on number and on systematic, statistical relations between
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the numbers” (Alasuutari 1995: 8).14 Conversely, using quantitative methods does not

necessarily restrict one to the positivist epistemology of science (Alasuutari 1995: 8).

Using the above ontological discussion as our starting point, it is clear that the choice

between realist and constructivist approaches has an impact on the kinds of research

questions that can be asked around identity. The essentialist formulations, which see the

self-as-entity, understand the research process as the means to capture the nature, properties

and determining influences on that entity. By contrast, non-essentialist formulations are

concerned with the ways in which people articulate and create their identity, and the ways

in which people’s identity is socially imposed through language. The self-as-entity

formulation, therefore, becomes just one way of articulating a notion of the self. As Potter

and Wetherell explain,

The main object of the critical movement has been to displace attention from the self-as-
entity and focus on the methods of constructing the self. That is, the question becomes not
what is the true nature of the self, but how is the self talked about, how is it theorised in
discourse? ... It is suggested that methods of making sense are the key to any kind of
explanation of the self, as people’s sense of themselves is in fact a conglomerate of these
methods, produced through talk and theorizing. There is not “one” self waiting to be
discovered or uncovered but a multitude of selves found in different kinds of linguistic
practices articulated now, in the past, historically and cross-culturally. (Potter and
Wetherell 1987: 102)

Similarly, Hall agrees with Foucault, “that what we require here is ‘not a theory of the

knowing subject, but rather a theory of discursive practice’” (Hall 1996: 2). The main

research question that can be asked about identity from a contrustionist point of view is, in

Fairclough’s words, “what models from other genres and discourse types are deployed to

constitute the subjectivity (social identity, “self”) of participants in interactions?”

(Fairclough 1992: 166).

Knowing how other people understand has been the concern of the field of

hermeneutics, which means “to interpret” (Blaikie 1993: 28). Although hermeneutics was

originally strictly concerned with the interpretation of texts, it gained wider application

within the social sciences when Frederich Schleiermacher, and subsequently Wilhelm

Dilthey, began applying the ideas of interpreting texts to interpreting any form of language

including speech (Bauman 1992: 127). At this stage, the aim of hermeneutics was

concerned with accessing true meanings, to surmount the problem of a lack of

understanding. They stressed the establishment of correct methods for true interpretation,

                                                
14 See Miles and Huberman (1994) for an example of this kind of quantitative analysis of qualitative
material. See Layder for a non-numerical realist approach which attempts “to preserve a ‘scientific’
attitude towards social analysis at the same time as recognising the importance of actor’s meanings and in
some way incorporating them in research” (1993: 16). Also see Sayer (1993) and Silverman (1993) for a
critique of post-realist methods from a realist perspective.
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and even insisted that the interpreter’s version of what the author meant was superior to the

author’s own.15 Subsequent variations of hermeneutics and interpretivism have, however,

questioned the possibility of this objective (Rosenau 1992: 118). As social actors,

researchers are unable to make pure observations unmediated by some framework of

understanding (Blaikie 1993:103). In short, there can be no methods to guarantee access to

“true meaning”. Even if it were possible to know the world as it really is (unmediated by the

observer’s own understanding), it is not possible to see the world as it really is. Whether

they like it or not, researchers influence the production of information. As Heath and Luff

point out

A glance at a transcript or review of a recording reveals how talk, and the social actions
and activities that it embodies, progressively emerge step by step, the interactants
producing their contributions moment by moment in the light of the conduct of their co-
participants. (Heath and Luff 1993: 312)

Data are therefore produced (or even created) through interaction rather than sampled by

extraction, as if minerals from a mine (Guba and Lincoln 1994: 107). Instead of trying to

minimise their influence, researchers should recognise it and build it into their

epistemological understandings of knowing the material that is produced. Habermas

suggested “that the Cartesian ‘paradigm of the philosophy of consciousness’ be replaced

with the ‘paradigm of mutual understanding’” (quoted in Hamilton 1994: 67). Gadamer

argued that researchers approach the discourse they intend to interpret recognising that they

are doing so from within their own perspective or horizon of meaning. In engaging in a

dialogue with the other perspective or horizon, there is the possibility of a fusion of

horizons, where the researcher’s perspective is altered (Blaikie 1993: 64).16 Rather than

accessing the subject’s worldview, research is the process of finding frameworks for

understanding held jointly by the researcher and researched (England 1994: 82, Guba and

Lincoln 1994: 111, Pile 1991: 459). As Schwandt states, to “prepare an interpretation is

itself to construct a reading of these meanings; it is to offer the inquirer’s construction of the

construction of the actors one studies” (Schwandt 1994: 118). A set of research findings,

then, does not add to a central body of “objective knowledge”, but is just one of a variety of

potential interpretations on the topic – a conceputalisation of research particularly favoured

by postmodernists who dislike the idea of an authoritative expert proclaiming correct

knowledge (Dear 1988: 268; Rosenau 1992: 31).

                                                
15 Phenomenology, a tradition parallel to hermeneutics, took the extreme view that researchers endowed
with special abilities are able to transcend their own ways of understanding the world and directly access
the subject’s worldview.
16 Alternatively, Bauman argued that the aim of interpretivism is not the fusion of horizons but the
widening of horizons (Baumann 1992: 133).



Desegregating Minds, Chapter 2 55

The interview gives no direct access to unadulterated provinces of pure meanings, but is a
social production of meanings through linguistic interpretation. The interviewer is a co-
producer and coauthor of the resulting interview text. In this interrelational conception the
interview does not uncover some preexisting meaning, but supports the interviewees in
developing their meanings throughout the course of the interview. (Kvale 1996: 226)

The introduction of hermeneutics represented a major shift (and continuing split) within

inquiry from trying to understand from the outside or etic point of view, and trying to

understand the emic view from within (Hollis 1994: 142). The defining moment of

hermeneutics “is that the social world must be understood from within, rather than

explained from without” (Hollis 1994: 16-7). As we have seen, there is widespread

consensus that it is impossible to understand the social world from within the mind of the

actor. It is to be understood, rather, “from within rules that give it meaning” (Hollis 1994:

148). Therefore, research takes place through “interpretation of cultural products and

conceptual structures” (Outwaite 1975 quoted in Blakie 1993: 31). The new generation of

interpretivism, then, is characterised by Gadamer’s denial of the privileged position of the

professional interpreter that there can be no perfect methods to determine true meaning

(Bauman 1992: 129, also see Denzin and Lincoln 1994: 12). The postmodernist-

poststructuralist approaches abandon this objective altogether and instead of trying to seek

closure by revealing the single true meaning, they set out to multiply meanings and

proliferate interpretation:

Derrida’s philosophy of deconstruction asserts the inescapability of multiple meaning and
the endlessness of the interpretive process – not because of the impotence of the cognizing
mind, but as the result of the awesome potency of cognitive capacity to regenerate the very
text it aims to tame, arrest and ossify; to expand the world it strives to confine and enclose.
The work of interpretation spawns metonymical supplements while determined to gestate
metaphorical substitution. (Bauman 1992: 131)

A deconstructive reading, therefore, “proliferates, destablilizes and denaturalises” (Kvale

1996: 227). While not all aspects of postmodernism are useful, particularly those that are

extremely relativist, it does provide an understanding for this thesis that any interpretation I

offer will only ever be my own reading of white identity rather than an objective

proclamation of the way things are.

In summary, then, the epistemological approach of this thesis comes down to three

points. First, given the ontological nature of identity as constructed by people, research on

identity should focus on the way people understand their identity. Second it is not possible,

despite the assertion of phenomenology and early hermeneutics, to access people’s mental

understandings directly. Rather than the idea of getting inside the subject’s head, the notion

of interpretation or translation is preferred as it acknowledges that both parties bring

systems of meaning to the process (Blakie 1993: 65). In practice, research methods rely on
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the collection and analysis of discourse understood to be the means through which people

construct identity. Third, the subject as an individual is no longer the exclusive focus of

enquiry as this category has been somewhat displaced by the interest on discourse (Rosenau

1992: 59).

The treatment of material

The paradigmatic difference between the realist-essentialist approach to identity and the

constructivist non-essentialist approach outlined above has important implications for the

way primary material is treated and can be explored through Alasuutari’s distinction

between a factist and specimen treatment of material (1995: 63). Factist perspectives assess

material “as more or less honest and truthful statements about outside reality”. Such

perspectives are unlikely to use open questions, and are conscious of the potential for

informants to misrepresent truth. Factist perspectives tend to produce research results based

on typologies of different groups. A specimen perspective, on the other hand, is where

“research material is not treated as either a statement about or a reflection of reality;

instead, a specimen is seen as part of the reality being studied” (Alasuutari 1994: 63, italics

in original). In the latter case, honesty becomes less relevant than the way in which an

account of reality is conveyed (Wooffitt 1993: 296). A participant may choose to state that

they feel a certain way about an issue when being interviewed by a researcher, and may say

the opposite when with friends. Contradictions in a person’s accounts are not seen to be

weaknesses but simply a factor of the variety of positions that can be assumed by any

person. Language is treated not as a transparent medium for reflecting reality, but as a way

of understanding and indeed constructing reality in relation to the social context. In order to

encourage the availability of “specimens” of language use, questions are more likely to be

open ended with this approach. Responses are not treated as “results” but as opportunities

for exploring the process of the systems of meaning used by the participant to produce the

response (Alasuutari 1995: 41). What we are interested in, then, is collecting samples of

discourse, where discourse is understood to be the process of people using language to draw

on systems of meaning in order to make their environments intelligible to themselves and,

in so doing, to construct the nature of those environments.

The task of the field research therefore is to find ways of producing and collecting

specimens of “discourse” that allow some discussion of the systems of meaning used in

their production. The collection of samples of discourse, which forms the body of material

used in analysis and writing, is what Fairclough (1992: 226) calls “the corpus”. In

compiling a “corpus”, the researcher draws from the wider population of samples, or the
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“archive”, defined as “the totality of discursive practice, either recorded past practice or

ongoing practice, that falls within the domain of the research project” (1992: 227). In this

case, every newspaper article, political speech, casual conversation, meeting of community

bodies that takes place in Durban and deals with socio-political-spatial change and

perceptions of in-groups, out-groups, transgression, exclusion, and assimilation was a

potential source of material for this research. From this wide body of material, a “corpus”

had to be assembled for analysis and interpretation. Planning a way of tapping these various

sources in advance of going into the field was combined with situated, considered, common

sense decisions once in the field in order to opportunistically respond to the various

potentials of the “universe” of discursive material (Schwandt 1994: 122; Silverman 1994:

vii). Therefore, data collection for this thesis was only guided by an initial set of strategies

and was not dictated by a plan.

The fieldwork process: collecting and coding primary material

Primary material for this dissertation was collected in two main visits to South Africa

during 1996 and 1997, each lasting around three months. Some material was also collected

from 1999 onwards, once I had returned to South Africa after a three year study period in

the UK. There were three main field strategies that arose from the chosen approach to

collect “specimens” of discourse. These techniques were (1) interviews with residents, (2)

surveys of written discourse from the print media, and (3) interviews, written discourse and

observation of community organisations.

Interviews with residents: Qualitative interviews are referred to by a variety of

names, including “semi-structured”, “unstructured”, “semi-standardised”, “non-

standardised”, “in-depth”, “informal” and “focused” interviews (Fielding 1993: 136, Kvale

1996, May 1993: 93, Robson 1993: 231). Although different authors offer variations on the

degree to which these labels denote structure, their common defining characteristic is that

they are conversational – avoiding rigid structure and tending towards semi-structured and

unstructured formats. In contrast to surveys and questionnaires, where the researcher sets

the agenda and asks the same questions using the same wording to each participant, semi-

structured interviews are closer to everyday conversations, where both parties set the

agenda and research themes can be approached from a variety of angles (Kvale 1996: 27).

This format is important because it facilitates the expression of the participant’s view in his
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or her own words.17 Allowing the space for the participant to “ramble”, which might seem

to some like an ineffective use of an interview, in fact shows concern for the participant’s

perspective (Bryman 1988: 47). Indeed it is often this “rambling” that becomes a source of

much material during subsequent interpretation.

In line with the specimen/factist distinction outlined above, the basis for the use of

conversation is not strictly the “accuracy of representation” as much as it is the “social

justification of belief” (Kvale 1996: 37). Kvale explains that “interviews are particularly

suited for studying people’s understanding of the meanings in their lived world, describing

their experiences and self-understanding, and clarifying and elaborating their own

perspective on their lived world” (Kvale 1996: 103. Also see Layder 1993: 115). The

conversation is not merely a window into a “reality”, but is the process of constituting and

articulating knowledge about that reality by participants in the conversation. For Kvale,

“The qualitative research interview is a construction site of knowledge” (1996: 42 italics in

original). Therefore it is important to acknowledge that interviews do not just function as a

way of collecting material but also generate material that would otherwise never have been

produced. Therefore these samples of discourse would not exist were it not for the

intervention and impact of the researcher.

Interviews for this thesis took place across the Greater Berea Area with 59 residents in

45 interviews, with some interviews taking place with multiple participants. Willing

research participants were found by means of a mail drop in various targets across the

Berea, attempting to find participants in different residential types, and residents exposed to

different kinds of social change (e.g. the arrival of squatters in the area). The assurance of

anonymity was given to each research participant and pseudonyms are used when extracts

are reproduced. Interviews dealt with the participant’s biography, their perceptions of urban

change, and their perceptions of South Africa’s transition away from apartheid. Each

interview was taped, transcribed and then coded into detailed topic headings for future

retrieval and analysis. For further information on sampling, the mail drop and the interview

process, and the coding process, see page 267 in the Appendix below.

Newspaper articles: Although letters to the editor have been a valuable source of

primary material in previous studies on perceptions of urban change in South Africa (e.g.

Dixon et al. 1994: 279), I did not initially plan to use them extensively in this research.

Originally I began scanning past editions of local newspapers to learn about some of the

                                                
17 I use “Research Participant” in preference to “subject”, “interviewee”, and “respondent” as I feel it
reflects the contemporary move away from realist-sytle extraction of information from respondents to an
understanding of the dynamic relationships between the people who provide research material and the
researcher. This is  compatible with the constructivist paradigm described by Punch (1994: 89).
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issues of concern in Durban and the Berea, and to identify key community figures.

However, I soon realised that the articles themselves were potentially useful in the

discourse they used to present these issues. I do not claim that the articles represent general

opinion and no doubt many residents would disagree with the sometimes reactionary

statements. What, then do these articles supply? As well as presenting opinions of reporters

and letter writers, the issues raised often stem from individual residents “kicking up a fuss”

about an issue. They are therefore indications of some of the issues concerning people.

Newspapers are a key part of the system of shared social understanding and they both

inform and reflect people’s opinions, not in a closed instrumental way but in a dynamic

complex way. Ultimately then, newspaper articles and letters to newspapers written by

members of the public were used extensively as a source of primary material and were as

important as interview material (See page 278 for specific information on the archives

used).

Interviews with key informants and organisational representatives: As well as

resident interviews and newspaper articles, I also conducted 15 interviews with various

community figures such as those representing residents associations, anti-crime

organisations, architectural heritage preservation and the local government (see page 279

for specific details). Ultimately, very little of the material generated through researching

these organisations was used directly for interpretation due to the narrowing focus as

research progressed. Spending time finding out about these organisations was a valuable

exploratory element to the field work, but some of the initial interests and hypotheses that

drove it turned out to be “dead ends”.

Interpretation of primary material

Having re-organised primary material into topics, it was possible to begin the task of

interpretation and analysis. Wolcott (1994) suggests a distinction between analysis and

interpretation. While they are not mutually exclusive, analytical approaches tend to be

associated with realism in that they are concerned with how things work, how parts

function, and the relationships between them. The methods of analysis often claim to be

“scientific” and its results are usually stated as fact, as in “this research shows that...”.

Although material is defined as “qualitative” (e.g. semi-structured interviews), the

transformation of the material is generally quantitative and such approaches reduce the data

by making typologies; individual cases may even be represented by numbers in matrices or

plots (e.g. Miles and Huberman 1994). These types can then be treated as variables to be

correlated: for example, to try and “prove” that “men tend to be more racist than women”;
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“older people tend to be more conservative than young people”; or “middle class residents

are more accepting of transformation than the working class”. An analytical-realist

approach may also have sought to construct typologies of different “ideal types” of white

identity, like typical conservative whites, typical liberal whites, or typical progressive

whites (Back and Solomos 1993: 180, Blaikie 1993: 179, Layder 1993: 137).

By contrast, interpretation addresses the issues of meaning and context (Wolcott 1994:

12). Interpretive approaches do not attempt to “collapse” the material together and report it

“as one” by emphasising similarities and glossing over differences (Fontana and Frey 1994:

369, Kvale 1996: 188). Interpretive techniques value and explore differences between

perspectives, and therefore the selection of material to be analysed will be on the basis of

heterogeneity and not uniformity (Fairclough 1992: 35). Further, the construction of

typologies of people by me as the researcher would run counter to my project of

deconstructing the typologies in the discourse of the participants I am studying. For this

reason, interpretation would not seek to determine relationships between variables or

construct ideal types, which would serve only to attribute characteristics to groups of people

and to naturalise these qualities with prearranged categories. There may indeed be

connections between demographic and social groupings, and particular beliefs and attitudes,

but these connections are dynamic and complex and should not be explained in terms of

causality or “generative mechanisms”. In other words, there is nothing essential about these

groupings, and being a member of them will not cause someone to be a certain way by

virtue of their membership.

The objective of the interpretation is to critically examine the samples of discourse

compiled in the corpus not for what facts it is telling us, but for what it is telling us about

the speaker’s worldviews through the way they have chosen to put together their account. In

Blaikie’s words, it is necessary to “look beyond what is said to what is being taken for

granted while it is being said” (1993: 64). Returning to Said’s deconstruction of

Orientalism, representations are treated as

representations, not as “natural” depictions of the Orient. This evidence is found just as
prominently in the so-called truthful texts (histories, philological analyses, political
treaties) as in the avowedly artistic (i.e., openly imaginative) text. The things to look at are
style, figures of speech, setting, narrative devices, historical and social circumstances, not
the correctness of the representation nor its fidelity to some great original. (Said 1995: 21)

The various techniques used to interpret accounts are generally grouped under the umbrella

of “discourse analysis”, which, for Potter and Wetherell has:

responded to the all-encompassing functional/constructive nature of accounts by
suspending the realistic approach and focusing on discourse as a topic in its own right. That
is, we are not trying to recover events, beliefs and cognitive processes from participant’s
discourse, or treat language as an indicator or signpost to some other state of affairs but
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looking at the analytically prior question of how discourse or accounts of these things are
manufactured. (Potter and Wetherell 1987: 35)

The form of interpretation that is used in this dissertation does not make use of the technical

methods of some discourse analysis, but rather concentrates on an analysis of the meaning-

making function of language outlined earlier in this chapter.18 In particular, the world is

given meaning through distinctions and categorisations (Alasuutari 1995: 64, Potter and

Wetherell 1987: 129). Social and spatial identity is assumed and assigned by dividing the

world into those that belong and those that do not, the included and the excluded, and those

that transgress boundaries. Therefore, exploration of participants’ accounts concentrated on

these divisions.

At one level, then, the task of interpreting accounts is essentially descriptive –

responding to the question: What are the various ways in which white people talk about post

apartheid urban social change, and what are the categories people use to describe the urban

environment? This approach was adopted during analysis in order to distil categories used

by participants, rather than impose my own categories (Alasuutari 1995: 67, 73). It was

intended to do some justice to the diversity of discourses used by participants, rather than

collapse and homogenise them (Fairclough 1992: 34). This was done by attempting to

identify the variety of “discourse types”, or conventions contained within the corpus of

material collected (Fairclough 1992:125). In particular, when reading the extracts on

particular topics, I concentrated on the words participants used to differentiate and describe

people and places in the city. Resources of differentiation of people and places include

“First and Third world”, “Civilised and uncivilised”, “ordered and chaotic”, “clean and

dirty”, “humane and cruel”, “educated and uneducated”, “safe and dangerous”. In

describing various situations, people have at their disposal a variety of discursive resources.

These can be thought of as frameworks for understanding an event or an issue which are

developed through a variety of discursive engagements on the topic such as writing a letter

to the newspaper, reading someone else’s letter in the newspaper, having a conversation,

and so on. Wooffitt calls these discursive resources “linguistic repertoires”, defined as “a set

of descriptive and referential terms which portray beliefs, actions and events in a specific

                                                
18 Linguists and other discourse analysts have been prolific in generating a variety of techniques to
interpret a text’s syntax, including: passive-active voice, word order, disclaimers, extreme case
formulations, categorization, vocabulary, grammar, cohesion, representations and reportage, irony,
metaphor, modality, metadiscourse, negation, politeness, presuppositions. Some techniques also focus
specifically on conversation features including analysis turn taking, exchange structure, adjacency pairs,
formulation, setting and policing agendas, and topic control (Alasuutari 1995: 44, Heath and Luff 1993,
Fairclough 1992, Potter and Wetherell 1987, van Dijk 1993b: 123). Fairclough criticises Potter and
Wetherell’s style of discourse analysis as a “one sided individualistic emphasis upon the rhetorical
strategies of speakers” which does not adequately deal with the social context of language (1992: 25).
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way” (Wooffitt 1993: 292).19 When a person gives a description, it “has been assembled

from a range of possible words and phrases” (Wooffitt 1993: 297), or in Bauman’s phrasing

a “pool of tokens from which a volume of selections and combinations (in principle infinite)

can be, and is, made” (Bauman 1993: 233). The first level of interpretation, then, is to

catalogue or map out the key discursive frameworks people have available to understand

their social environments.

At another level, however, the objective of interpretation is to critically examine the

words people use to describe people and spaces in order to consider the way they construct

their identity and the identity of other people. This links “these properties of text and talk

with the relevant structures of their cognitive, social, cultural, and historical ‘contexts’”

(van Dijk 1993b: 96). Here I was interested in the functioning of the discourses of

“identification” and “Othering” to produce a certain sense of self and a certain sense of

place. In what ways do participants associate certain people and symbolic meanings with

certain spaces? In other words, how are certain elements seen to be in place or out of place?

It is at this level that I went beyond the words contained in the transcript and offered my

interpretation of the functioning of discourse (Alasuutari 1995: 68).20 This required the use

of theory found in other literature in order to make broader linkages (Wolcott 1994: 43). To

take an example, when a white South African expresses revulsion at the “filth” of street

traders they are probably not thinking of similar expressions of revulsion by the upper class

in nineteenth century London (Stallybrass and White 1986) or by Americans in the

Phillipines in the twentieth century (Anderson 1995). These are interpretive connections I

made as researcher believing that they related to uses of the discourses of filth, abjection

and pollution to mark certain “Others” in certain ways (see discussion on page 145 below).

Within this second level of interpretation, I make an attempt to expose the seemingly

natural meaning of terms such as “filth” as produced and historically contingent. This

follows in the tradition of Foucault who, through his techniques of archaeology, and then

later genealogy, exposed seemingly neutral terms as politically loaded terms that are

invented and promoted in order to achieve specific ends (Fairclough 1992: 49). What is

                                                
19 Frankenberg (1993: 16) also makes use of the idea of repertoires as “the clusterings of discursive
elements upon which the [respondents] draw”. She states that the “notion of discursive repertoires seems
to me to be an effective metaphor … for it conveys something of the tension between agency and
innovation on one hand and the ‘givenness’ of a universe of discourse on the other”. (Frankenberg 1993:
140). In South Africa, Dixon et al. also found this concept to be a useful one (1994: 279).
20 This is what has been called the “double hermeneutic” by Giddens, where researchers offer
interpretations of people’s interpretations of the world (Blaikie 1993: 90). “First, the concepts and
meanings used by social actors have to be translated into descriptions. Secondly, these descriptions can be
translated into social theories”. (Blaikie 1993: 198. Also see Hollis 1994: 146). This approach to analysis
is different from realist approaches such as grounded theory, which strictly limits itself to
conceptualisation emerging out of observable data (Layder 1993: 61).
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taken to be objective “knowledge” is, for Foucault, a product of power. Ultimately what we

are interested in is the unspoken baggage of connotations and meanings that certain spoken

words evoke (see van Dijk 1993b: 106). Why is it that people choose to use adjectives such

as barbaric, third world, filthy, chaotic? What is the history of these words and what do they

imply? How do these words serve to stigmatise or tarnish certain people and places, thereby

revealing the values and identities of speakers? This approach is consistent with

hermeneutics, where

The interpreter goes beyond what is directly said to work out structures and relations of
meaning not immediately apparent in a text. This requires a certain distance from what is
said, which is achieved by a methodological or theoretical stance, recontextualizing what is
said in a specific conceptual context. (Kvale 1996: 201)

In short, analysis and interpretation consists of identifying classification within accounts

and then considering the way these systems of dividing up the world relate to one another

and to systems of meaning (Alasuutari 1995: 64).

2 . 4  C O N C L U S I O N

By way of summary, I will respond directly to the three questions I outlined in the

introduction:

• What is the nature of identity? For the purposes of this thesis, identity is defined as

“people’s understandings of their place in the world, both spatially and socially, as

articulated through language”. Identity is part of the intersubjectively produced

system of constructions which define for people the world around them. It is

articulated in language and discourse. Identity is also the product of discursive

articulations. In this conception of identity there is no fundamental or essential

“whiteness” which can be identified through scientific data collection. The project,

rather, is one which attempts to identify the different linguistic resources people

have at their disposal in order to make sense of their place in relation to other people

and spaces.

• How can identity be known? Samples of language and discourse can be critically

examined as examples of these constructions. White identity can never be known as

a discrete knowable entity or set of entities, but can only be examined through

constructions made available through discourse. Any comment on these

constructions can only ever be an interpretation.

• How do these ontological and epistemological ideas translate into a research

project? I have chosen the Berea as a context for creating a corpus of disursive
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specimens. These specimens were created through interviews with residents and

representatives of organisations, and were collected from written discourses of

various organisations and the media. They were then subjected to detailed

examination using many of the resources of discourse analysis. This will lead to an

interpretation of these specimens which can offer a commentary on aspects of white

identity.

This discussion has been underpinned by a distinction between realist and constructionist

approaches to identity. To move in the direction of constructionism is to question the realist

assumptions of selves being definable as structurally determined independent entities. The

change in focus is, for May, “not explaining why people behave in certain ways by

reference to their subconscious states or environmental conditions, but how people interpret

the world and interact with each other” (1993: 9). In order to understand the way people

divide up their life-words in contemporary post-apartheid South Africa, it is essential to

give some overview of the kinds of categorisations used in the past. This is the task of

Chapter 3.



3 

Being Civilised in an Uncivilised Land:

Identity and Space During White Rule

If the whites maintain their position as the supreme race, the day may come when we
shall be thankful that we have the natives with us in their proper position. … It must
be brought home to them that in the future nine tenths of them will have to spend their
lives in daily labour – in physical work, in manual labour. … My idea is that the
natives should be kept in these native reserves and not be mixed with the white men at
all. (Rhodes 1894, quoted in Magubane 1996: 109)

[T]he conception of progress requires a certain ideal of man as its criterion. In
modernity, however, the criterion has always been that of modern European man – as
if to say: we Europeans are the best form of humanity and the entire course of history
is directed towards the more or less complete realisation of this ideal. (Vattimo 1992:
4)

Since the end of apartheid South Africa has been in a state of transition in which old

ideologies, worldviews and identities based on segregation are encountering new social

realities of urban mixing. While all epochs in history can be said to have had a degree of

ideological change, the relative stability of racial supremacist thinking which dominated

white rule in South Africa contrasts with the turbulence of ideologies during the 1990s

when this thinking was dismantled. The role of old ideologies, therefore, is crucial during a

state of transition. It would be impossible to understand the current ways that people think

about themselves and others without establishing the history of identity discourses in the

country. As Frankenberg states, “conceptual transformation does not take place randomly

but rather in response to what has gone before and in the context of choosing among or

challenging preexisting discursive frameworks” (1993: 138).1 This chapter, then, explores

the ways in which whites have historically understood their identity in relation to social

                                                
1 Also see Wetherell and Potter (1992: 19) on the importance of historicity with regard to phenomena
such as racism.
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diversity in South Africa.2 In particular, this discussion attempts to follow the calls for a

more spatially-orientated history of South Africa, where space is not merely seen as a

“container” or “stage” upon which events play themselves out but a medium through which

power, economic and socio-cultural relationships are created and influenced (Crush 1992:

12, Robinson 1998: 533). Simply put, identity constructs could not have occurred the way

they did in South Africa without the extensive manipulation of space.

Inevitably, the history of the way whites have understood social diversity is deeply

connected with power relations and politics, and the story of identity in South Africa is

none other than the story of colonialism as white people’s map of identity was everyone’s

map of identity since imperialists assumed for themselves the right to define themselves and

others. Dubow stated that “[t]he question of who defines whom, and the power relations in

this process, is of crucial significance in the process of ethnic ascription” (Dubow 1994:

369). One of the main tasks, therefore, is to see through the “spin” given to white ideologies

and identity frameworks in order to mitigate their oppressiveness.

Power creates social order, usually its own: the ruling order. Its representation of itself
appears seldom “ugly”. Quite to the contrary, it takes pains to give itself an aesthetic
splendour. (Schmidt 1996: 2, also see Fairclough 1992: 67)

The aesthetic splendour of apartheid – the part that gave so many the conviction that they

were working for the achievement of utopia – was the notion that racial difference led to

racial incompatibility and the solution was “separate development” so that each racial group

could determine their own manner of government and way of life. This gave the appearance

– to many whites at least – that everyone was being treated equally and fairly and that

segregation was a noble and altruistic pursuit (Dixon et al 1994: 277). Rather than seeing

the homeland policy as one of uprooting and dumping people far away, whites were asked

to see the policy as one where a pre-existing national entity was given territory in which it

could practice self-determination (Norval 1990: 137, Popke 2000: 243). As Bauman stated,

however, such senses of symmetry are an illusion.

It is the friends who define the enemies, and the appearance of symmetry is itself a
testimony to their asymmetrical right to define. It is the friends who control the
classification and the assignment. (Bauman 1991: 53)

Whites used the right to define in order to establish a strong sense of racial difference, in

which non-whites were seen to fall short of European greatness. As the following

discussion will show, religion, biology, culture and the ideas of civilisation and

                                                
2 Although the chapter takes the form of a summary history of South Africa it only concentrates on white
ideologies, policies, and rationalisations. It largely neglects aspects of black politics and response to white
authorities, such as the defiance campaign of the 1950s. A useful starting point on this topic is Lodge
(1983).
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modernisation have all served at various times as sets of distinguishing markers. Although

the “biological” bases to racial frameworks will be familiar to most, they have played only a

partial role in overall notions of racial superiority and inferiority. It is possible for race to be

invoked without reference to biological or physical differences (Boonzaier 1988: 64). The

discussion will also show that through ideas of “civilisation” and “modernity”, one does not

have to refer to “hard” evolutionism in order to infer different stages of development

(Amato 1997: 76). Whites have drawn a boundary around themselves in which the inside is

defined as civilised and modern while the outside was seen to be savage and backwards.

This basic hierarchy was the basis for segregation in South Africa.

White racist ideologies were, of course, far from unitary and were often unstable. The

key tension in white ideologies was the debate over whether non-whites could, in theory,

overcome their inferior attributes and join whites in their advanced civilised and modern

cities. Indeed, there was, for a time, a strong movement in favour of “civilising” the natives

of South Africa, and bringing them the benefits of European industry, culture and religion.

Nineteenth century missionaries, anti-slavery lobbyists, and liberals all advocated

assimilation of those considered to be inferior into advanced colonial society. This did

indeed begin to occur with the emergence of a small, educated, English speaking, western-

dressed, black middle class who, by Europeans’ own criterion, could be considered as

“civilised”. However, this development was not universally appreciated and great

discomfort was expressed over the tendency of black people to break out of their natural

place in the hierarchy of races. The assimilationist arguments in favour of the civilisation of

other races, were comprehensively defeated in the aftermath of the South African war

(1899-1902), when segregationist beliefs such as the one held by Rhodes (quoted above)

became dominant.

Figure 7 is intended as a “map” for this chapter, depicting the debate between

assimilationists and segregationists over time. The figure contains two paths representing

the two discourses, with the thickness of the lines indicating what I believe to be the relative

strength of each discourse at a particular time. The right hand path represents conservative

segregationist approaches to race, which believed that the inferiority of other races was

fixed and should be managed through separation. The left hand path represents moderate

assimilationist approaches to race, where the inferiority of other races was seen as

remediable and by educating such people in the ways of civilisation, they would embark on

a path of development bringing them in line with civilised, modern, western society. Once

developed, these groups would become compatible with settler society and would no longer

have to be segregated from it. Although divergent in strategy, both “paths” had the same

starting point, namely that indigenous races of South Africa were inferior and this
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inferiority had to be managed. Assimilationism’s progressive appearance becomes a mere

façade when the call to “live together” is not based on mutual acceptance, but the demand

that other groups change to become like “us”. Assimilation, then, occurs in one direction

only, with the European group assuming the role of parents educating the child-like natives

in the ways of being civilised.

Figure 7: White hegemonic approaches to race 1800-2000
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The main theme of this chapter is to demonstrate the way in which the tension between

liberal assimilationists and conservative segregationists was resolved in favour of the

dominance of twentieth century South African politics and ideologies by a strong desire to

affirm the hierarchy and separation of races. It will be tackled in terms of five periods. The

first period deals with white government prior to the 1910 Union of South Africa, in which

the different racial and ethnic groups were created by “knowledge” of missionaries and

scientists. During this period, conservative segregationism was balanced to a greater or

lesser extent with moderate assimilationism of missionaries and liberals. The second period,

following the Union of South Africa, was characterised by a “swing to the right”, with the

growth of Afrikaner Nationalism and the conservatism of English capital beginning to

outweigh the moderate voices such as Jan Smuts. The extreme point of this “swing” was the

start of period three, when the National Party was elected to government with a mandate to

implement its policy of apartheid. By the late 1970s, however, apartheid had developed a

crisis of legitimacy and attempts at reform saw the marginalisation of orthodox apartheid in

favour of de-racialised discourses, as will be discussed in period 4. Together these two

paths converge in the 1990s on an assimilationist model, where racist segregationism is

taboo but new “non-racist” discourses are often politically correct expressions of old

notions of difference. The discussion on period 5 will review the current post-apartheid

treatment of race by whites.

3 . 1  P E R I O D  1 :  CO L O N I A L I S M  P R I O R  T O  T H E  1 9 1 0  U N I O N

O F  SO U T H  AF R I C A

The centuries of colonialism that lead up to the 1910 Union of South Africa were

characterised by occupation in different parts of South Africa by two European groups

whose distribution was dictated by the antagonistic relationship that existed between one

another. The first group was the Dutch who initially occupied the Cape, but during the

1800s spread to the Transvaal, Orange Free State and Natal after the arrival of the British

who, by the end of the 1800s came to dominate the Cape and Natal, going on to defeat the

Dutch in the Transvaal and Orange Free state at the turn of the twentieth century. Thereafter

followed the “Union of South Africa” in 1910. During the pre-Union period, European

occupation expanded across Southern Africa, bringing with it two broad styles of

governance. On one hand, some Europeans sought to keep out, exterminate, or control

indigenous populations. On the other hand, more progressive Europeans sought to “civilise”

indigenous populations and assimilate them in European society. This section will

summarise the pre-Union period and these two styles of governance.
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European colonialism, as the occupation of territory by a foreign power with imperial

intent, began in South Africa in 1652 with the arrival of Jan van Riebeek who been sent by

the Dutch East India company with the purpose of establishing a station for servicing the

company’s trading ships on their passage to and from the East. By the 1670s, the objective

of the settlement was no longer simply to service ships but to establish a Dutch colony

(Schmidt 1996: 13). Despite immigration from the Netherlands ending shortly after the start

of the eighteenth century, expansion North and East from the original settlement in Cape

Town continued throughout the 1700s. The land occupied by the colony, however, had not

been empty. It took just six years after the arrival of van Riebeek for the first Khoi-Dutch

war to break out in which the indigenous Khoi populations attempted futile defences of

their land against the expanding Dutch settlement (Schmidt 1996: 13). The relative military

strength of the Dutch enabled conquest, enslavement, denial of rights, and extermination of

indigenous populations – actions which were ideologically rooted in a disregard by the

Dutch colonists for the presence of people already occupying the land (Magubane 1996: 41,

Schmidt 1996: 18). Neither their ways of life nor indeed their lives themselves were

accorded much value other than as labour. As Schmidt notes, “In practice, the colonised

were viewed as property and distinguished and set apart from the citizens of the so-called

civilized community” (1996: 22). Such a disregard was based on a strong sense of

superiority based, in part, on a conviction of religious correctness. Frontier colonists used

their Christianity to mark themselves as fundamentally superior to the “heathen” they

encountered, a factor that was to become central to Afrikaner nationalism (Schmidt 1996:

19).

Events in Europe meant that, in 1806, the Cape colony fell under the control of the

British who brought with them a more contradictory style of colonialism. On the one hand,

there was continuity with the previous Dutch-style racism. Government and conquest itself

was as ruthless towards indigenous populations, and now to some extent the Boers, as their

Dutch predecessors had been. On the other hand, these conservative attitudes were mixed

up with the humanitarian philosophies of the missionaries and other “liberals” who sought

for the first time to represent the interests of the colonised by, for example, arguing against

slavery (Parry 1983; Schmidt 1996: 22-3). Under “Cape Liberalism” as it was known,

religion became not the means for denying rights as it had been with the Dutch, but the

institution which believed the savagery and barbarism of the “heathens” could be overcome

by converting and civilising “them”. Presenting European society, knowledge and religion

as an ideal model of high civilisation, missionaries and other colonialists sought to

accelerate indigenous populations along the path that they had already travelled. The

possibility that black people could “improve” was acknowledged since civilisation was
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believed to be an acquired status rather than something each individual was born with or

without (Thornton 1988: 22). There was therefore a sense of optimism that the “inferiority

of blacks” was not permanent but could be overcome through progress.

Despite their progressive intentions, missionaries and other liberals perpetuated many

of the perceptions previously used to oppress indigenous populations.

Being agents of cultural change, the missionaries inspired an awareness of the Others, the
colonised. They defined the ways in which non-European cultures differed from their own,
and articulated the contrasting images of civilisation and primitiveness (savagery),
Christians and heathens. (Schmidt 1996: 23)

The superiority of western civilisation was therefore never in doubt within the framework of

“Cape Liberalism” (Marks and Trapido 1987: 6). Black peoples’ systems of ancestor

worship, witchcraft, polygamy and bridewealth were interpreted as essentially intolerable

traits of the uncivilised indigenous population and missionaries generally strove to eliminate

them from the communities where they worked. Mission stations forbade the use of

traditional customs and introduced western clothing, architectural techniques and other

social trappings (Schmidt 1996: 55).3

Missionaries also played a vital role in the conception of ethnicities as they

subsequently came to be understood. Recent analyses suggest pre-colonial groupings to be

far more fluid and unstable than the colonial imagination allowed (Harries 1988, Wright

and Hamilton 1996: 16) and that the notion of ethnicity is a modern construction (Marks

and Trapido 1987: 4). Diversity amongst pre-colonial indigenous populations is now

thought to be most accurately represented as a “continuum of variation, rather than a set of

discrete and bounded entities” (Skalník 1988: 74). The influence of nineteenth century

missionaries and scholars in defining what were subsequently understood to be discrete

tribes or nations was fundamental. Missionaries, for example, were central to the rendering

of these groups as linguistic units through their production of written versions of black

languages (Schmidt 1996: 57). What seem like “natural” language groupings today were the

subject of intense uncertainty and dispute in the 1800s, with arbitrary and subjective

decisions being taken about the written language and the similarities and differences

between groups (Sharp 1988b: 90).

The liberalism of the missionaries operated awkwardly within a context of violent

expansion of the Cape Colony which ultimately reached the similarly expanding Natal

                                                
3 There were noteworthy exceptions such as John Colenso, Anglican bishop of Natal from 1853 who gave
considerable credit to Zulu religious systems as sophisticated belief systems not inferior to Christianity
(Schmidt 1996: 76). Colenso tried to work more inclusively, believing the two systems to be compatible
rather than mutually exclusive. Colenso’s ideas were hardly mainstream, however, and he was tried and
convicted of heresy by the church. 
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Colony by the end of the 1800s. Initially the British authorities had picked up where the

Boers had left off in their battles along the Eastern border in order to keep back the threat

seen to be posed by the Xhoza people. The importation of British immigrants in 1820 to

form a “buffer” at Grahamstown was disastrous, and resulted in a more aggressive

colonisation programme under Sir Harry Smith in the mid-1800s who abandoned the

objective of merely keeping the Xhoza at bay and set about bringing them under British

rule, as Schmidt explains

Smith had come to the conclusion that it was useless to “exterminate the tribes” and pile
them up behind the Kei River and that the only policy to pursue was to accommodate the
black population in reserves and bring them under European “guidance”. … Chiefs could
still rule their people, but now they were made accountable to Government magistrates and
native affairs commissioners. (Schmidt 1996: 36)

This provoked considerable resistance from the Xhoza but they were ultimately unable to

defend their sovereignty against the British as they had been weakened by famine. Smith

was succeeded by Sir George Grey who was the first civilian governor of the Cape (from

1854-1861). Like the missionaries earlier in the nineteenth century, Grey felt the need for a

more humanitarian approach to imperialism (Schmidt 1996: 40). Rather than simply

dominating, Grey, sought to integrate by, for example, educating black people in the merits

of wage labour. Traditionalism, tribal law, barbarous customs and heathenism had to give

way to modernisation, European law, civilisation and Christianity. Through assimilatonist

policies, it was hoped that the “potential threats to security” seen to be posed by indigenous

tribes would be brought under control (Welsh 1972: 36).

Marks and Trapido (1987: 4) argue that “liberal incorporationist strategy, based on the

belief in the ultimate assimilability of indigenous peoples” was dominant during the first

part of the nineteenth century. However, the material impact on the way people were

viewed and treated was limited, for while “liberals tended to see society in class terms, and

to envisage the incorporation of a minority of blacks into the colonial order (at least in

theory), the majority of settlers made little distinction between colour and class” (Marks and

Trapido 1987: 5). Furthermore, as we shall see, the incorporationist ideology during the first

phase of British imperialism in South Africa gained more significant competition from

segregationism following the discovery of diamonds and gold.

While incorporationist ideologies were prevalent in the “liberal Cape”, the newer

colony of Natal was characterised by a more hard-line approach. The British sent forces to

Port Natal in 1842 which resulted in the formal annexation of Natal south of the Tugela

River and gradual expansion of the colony north of the Tugela into “Zululand” throughout

the remainder of the 1800s. The pervasive sense of racial hierarchy is illustrated by the

1852-3 Commission on African Affairs in Natal which “branded Africans as ‘superstitious’,
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‘war-like’, ‘crafty and cunning’, ‘indolent and excitable’, ‘averse to labour’, ‘bloodthirsty

and cruel’, and ‘debased and sensual’” (Welsh 1976: 219). The main framework for the

administration of “natives” was the system of “indirect rule” pioneered by Sir Theophilus

Shepstone, the Diplomatic Agent to the Native Tribes and Secretary for Native Affairs from

Natal (Magubane 1996: 179, Morrell et al. 1996: 35, Robinson 1996: 49). This policy,

unlike those of the Cape and the republics, sought to retain what the colonial government

saw as the native’s own political system (tribalism) rather than assimilate blacks under

white political systems (Welsh 1972: 35). Indirect rule operated from the 1840s by

allocating land in the form of “locations”, within which blacks were to be governed in

“tribal systems” by British-endorsed chiefs who were answerable to Shepstone. Supporters

of the policy argued that indirect rule was necessary because “Kaffirs cannot be governed

by the laws of civilized communities” (Froude quoted in Magubane 1996: 188). More

pragmatically, however, this system proved to be a highly effective way of controlling

indigenous populations without actually directly governing them, and by the 1880s, it was

felt that traditionalism was “a bulwark of their racial domination” (Welsh 1972: 38). It was

also the pioneering attempt at implementing segregation as a method of avoiding racial

friction (Welsh 1972: 225).

Despite attempts to persuade blacks to work for white enterprises (primarily sugar

plantations and later railway construction) they were reluctant to do so because indigenous

populations had no need to abandon their existing systems of subsistence from maize

(Magubane 1996: 175), and because Sheptsone’s system of native administration hampered

labour recruitment (Welsh 1976: 225). In order to find labour for new farms set up by

British immigrants, the government implemented a programme of importing indentured

labour from India. Between 1860 and 1911 approximately 150 000 labourers were brought

to Natal, of whom three quarters stayed after their 10 years labour (Morrell et al. 1996: 41).

Meanwhile British expansion in Natal continued apace with Zulu independence ended by

the 1879 Anglo-Zulu war. In 1887 Zululand became a British colony and in 1897 was

incorporated into Natal.

3 . 2  P E R I O D  2 :  TH E  UN I O N  O F  SO U T H  AF R I C A ,  1 9 1 0

The 1910 Union of South Africa was the direct result of the British victory over the Boers

in the South African war (1899-1902),4 which in turn was the result of competition for

                                                
4 Although this war used to be known as the Anglo-Boer War, it is now generally referred to as the South
African War as an acknowledgement to the many non-whites involved and affected.
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precious minerals discovered in Boer territory in latter part of the 1800s. In the period after

the war, the South African Act was written by the British parliament and implemented in

1910, uniting the two British colonies of Natal and the Cape with the Boer governments of

the Transvaal and the Orange Free State. The relative stability in Afrikaans 5-British

relations that characterised the period after the South African War meant that black people

became the subject of combined white concern in what was called the “native problem” or

“native question” (Dubow 1995: 129, Schmidt 1996: 144, see Figure 7 above). This

“problem” revolved around the dramatics effects of the advent of mining and

industrialisation over the previous few decades, which brought different groups together in

new and apparently trying circumstances. Unlike other colonies such as Australia and

Canada, Europeans in South Africa had been unable to follow through on the apparently

pervasive temptation to exterminate the indigenous populations since they depended on

African labour (Magubane 1996: 177). It was necessary to find a way of making use of that

labour and maintaining the racial hierarchy. However, the “natural order” of race relations

(i.e. the superiority of whites and the inferiority of blacks) was being inverted from both

above and below. On the one hand, the superiority of whites was being compromised by the

phenomenon of “poor whites”, a group of mostly Afrikaans speaking whites who had been

impoverished by their move to cities undertaken after their defeat in the South African War.

Their perceived “low” level of existence was seen as a deterioration of the white race and a

position in which whites should not find themselves as it weakened claims to white

superiority (Dubow 1995: 16 and 171, Magubane 1996: 341). It was also feared that it

would make the poor white group more likely to engage in racial mixing which would result

in the “pollution” of the Afrikaner race (Dubow 1995: 158-9).

On the other hand, concern was expressed about the “de-Africanisation of black

people” (Schmidt 1996: 151 and 161). The civilising mission of the nineteenth century had

begun to have its intended consequences in the form of a nascent “educated”, Christian,

English speaking – i.e. “civilised” – black middle class (Marks and Trapido 1987: 6,

Morrell et al. 1996: 43-5, Sharp 1988b: 94). Furthermore, several decades of mining had

produced an increasingly urbanised group of black labourers who, although not “civilised”,

were seen to be “detribalised”. These transgressions of blacks into white domains

(civilisation and cities) was seen as a threat to whites as they were gaining the power of

equal citizens, and whites were losing their claim to a monopoly over being civilised,

                                                
5 The group previously known as the “Dutch” and then the “Boers” began to identify themselves by their
language, especially with the rise of “Afrikaaner nationalism” in the first part of the twentieth century.
Although it is the primary language of coloured and other “non-white” people, the “Afrikaner nation”
proper was considered to be all white people previously known as Boers.  
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modern and therefore superior (Schmidt 1996: 148). Broadly the threat to whites was

expressed in terms of a danger for blacks, with the contention that it was inappropriate for

blacks to follow European ways since this would unsettle “the native mind” (Welsh 1976:

1996: 163, also see Marks and Trapido 1987: 9). White authorities therefore sought to

define the place of blacks in a way that restored racial hierarchy and institutionalised

inequality, thus locking black people into a position of inferiority and securing the status of

superiority of whites. In the first part of the twentieth century, this was done through three

broad sets of strategies, firstly the denial of franchise to black people, secondly attempts to

exclude surplus black people from cities, and thirdly, attempts to segregate blacks from

whites within cities. These will now be briefly discussed in turn.

Firstly, non-European people were excluded from political participation which, as

Magubane commented, was a crucial step towards securing the country as “a white man’s

country” (1996: 303). The campaign against non-European franchise had been growing

since the late 1800s because colonial elites feared the increasing wealth of a section of black

people as “potential competitors”, or worse still, a threat to European people’s capacity to

exploit cheap labour (Magubane 1996: 181). The South Africa Act, passed in London in

1909, denied franchise to blacks in the Union of South Africa on the basis that the

superiority of whites would allow them to act as guardians for their less capable

counterparts.6 Not only were non-Europeans denied the right to participate in elections, but

they were also placed under an alternative legal framework which sought again to reinforce

an inferior status. The Native Administration Act of 1927 established uniform native

administration structures for the whole Union in which all black people involuntarily

became subject to customary laws rather than European laws (Schmidt 1996: 161). In an

extension to Shepstone’s system of indirect rule, the Act also supported tribal political

structures, such as the chiefs and “tribal courts”, which the state saw as more appropriate for

blacks than European structures (Welsh 1976: 225). The appearance of traditionalism was,

however, false since the “supreme chief” was in fact a white administrator and the system

was essentially a means to ensure authoritarian control over black people rather than the

preservation of pure tribalism (Davenport and Saunders 2000: 309). Nevertheless, the

pretence to traditionalism under these laws was important. Whereas black people’s customs

of polygamy, labola (bridewealth) and so on had been discouraged by missionaries in the

1800s in their attempts to detribalise and civilise the “barbaric” indigenous people, the 1927

                                                
6 There was limited representation in the Cape which had begun under the system of qualified franchise
where non-whites were granted the right to vote on the grounds that they were civilised enough
(determined in part by their wealth). African qualified franchise ended in 1936, while coloured franchise
ended in 1956 (Magubane 1996: 303).
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Act sought to legitimate them as part of their definition of traditional (authentic) Native

ways of life, and therefore to retribalise them and implicitly to ensure their barbarism. As

Schmidt comments “Tribe and tribal society became the identity-metaphor for the ‘Native’

as opposed to the ‘Civilisation’ metaphor of the ‘European’” (1995: 166).

Secondly, as a logical outcome of this tribal/rural approach to black politics, the

government sought to geographically anchor black people to rural areas. There was growing

concern that black people would not be able to cope with a civilised urban environment and

it was therefore thought best to try and maintain their “natural” rural lifestyles for their own

sakes. General consensus was that

blacks were “naturally” part of the land and that organic “tribal” forms of social
organisation needed to be preserved – artificially if necessary. Under rural conditions,
Africans remained in a state of “unspoilt” primitive dignity. By contrast, the cities were
portrayed as an alien environment, a corrosive source of decay and pollution from which
Africans had to be protected or excluded. Urban blacks were believed to be prone to
“corruption”, manifesting itself in problems ranging from prostitution and thieving to the
acquisition of industrial and political consciousness. In line with this doctrine that
“civilisation” was foreign to Africans, went the belief that its key signifiers – formal
education, Western dress, etc. – were inappropriate to Africans. (Dubow 1995: 170)

As well as concern for the welfare of black people, which was presumed to be under threat

from urbanisation, there was concern for the civilised urban areas themselves and their

inhabitants. Despite the fact that Europeans were relatively recent arrivals in Southern

Africa, there was a strong sense that the cities were “their” territory and “cultural domain”

(Lemon 1996). Davies elaborates this paradox further:

South African cities originated as alien cities established in territory without an indigenous
urban tradition. Dominant White colonial settler groups thus served as an urban host
society into which indigenous African populations were drawn as labour as the capitalist
economy developed. They became hosts also to smaller urbanizing stranger groups
(Indians and Chinese) initially imported as agricultural and mining labour respectively, and
to the growing mixed or Coloured population. From its earliest origins the dynamic or
intraurban spatial organization has thus stemmed mainly from standards and rules set by
the White group. (Davies 1981: 63)

It was important for whites to maintain what they saw as the “civilised” nature of cities so

that they could feel secure in their identity as civilised people, and the presence of black

people was seen to contradict this civilised space. The notion of cities as sites of civilisation

was nothing new to western thinking, but in colonial regions, this sense of the purpose of

cities took on racialised manifestations (Rich 1980: 71).7 Social hierarchy equated to a

geographical imagination whereby cities were associated with civilisation and with white

                                                
7 Thornton (1988: 21-2) explains that the association can be traced back to the origin of the distinction
between civilised and uncivilised in classical times, when urban dwellers were seen to be civilised and
rural dwellers uncivilised. Since the classics had a great influence in nineteenth century Europe,
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people, while rural areas were associated with an absence of civilisation, i.e. black people

(Rich 1980: 72). While white people were seen to be “at home” in cities, black people were

seen to be “at home” in rural areas. Interference with this order was seen to be negative for

both parties in that “urbanization was seen as a pathology to African life and therefore a

menace to ‘civilized’ (i.e. white) society” (Swanson 1977: 408). Attempts were therefore

made to contain black people in rural areas and prevent them from moving to cities. In

1913, the government passed the Natives Land Act, which put in place the national

framework for creating native reserves. Black people were only allowed to buy land on less

than 8 % of the land surface, although this was extended to over 13 % in 1936. The

government was keen to promote cities as a place for whites, a notion most forcefully put

by the Stallard Commission (1921) and the resultant Urban Areas Act of 1923. 8 Stallard

notoriously insisted that black people should only enter urban areas to minister to white

needs (i.e. as cheap labour), and the subsequent legislation set about attempting to limit

urban black populations according to the demand for labour. This approach was further

entrenched with the 1937 Native Laws Amendment Act which attempted to keep farm

labourers on rural land by enabling municipal areas to restrict influx and remove “surplus”

blacks (Davenport and Saunders 2000: 331).

Thirdly, white superiority and black inferiority was also reaffirmed through the strategy

of regulating those black people who had become urbanised despite the ideal that they

would remain rural. Although Stallard implied that it was a privilege for black people to

minister to white people’s needs, what he was acknowledging was that whites were

dependent on black labour. An urban black population was therefore both inevitable and

desirable for white industry (Maylam 1982: 3). The challenge for authorities was to monitor

and organise this population in order to protect blacks from the corrupting influence of

cities and to prevent cities being corrupted by blacks. Urban segregation therefore had

become “necessary to save both Africans and cities from each other” (Swanson 1977: 400).

This was achieved through urban segregation and containment using sites such as locations

and compounds. Here black labourers were accommodated in a way that reminded them of

their temporary presence in cities and that their homes were in the countryside.

The rural was “home”, the mine “away”. Migrancy operated to naturalize this arrangement,
the compounds to insulate the worker from the pernicious influence of detribalisation.
(Crush 1994: 312)

                                                                                                                                              

“enlightened” urban Europeans believed they, like urban Romans, were civilised while the rest of the
world was not. See Anderson (2000b: 313) on the similar treatment of aboriginals in Australia.
8 See Maylam (1982: 4) for a description of other influx control legislation, some of which dated back to
1888.
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Here, the city of Durban played a particular role in pioneering urban segregation. The so-

called “Durban System” ingeniously engineered the funding of formal locations and

townships in a way that white rate payers and businesses would not have to pay (Maylam

1982: 8; 1995: 30; 1996; Rich 1980: 77, Swanson 1976). The municipality generated its

revenue by banning all sale of beer except though its own outlets. Revenue gained from its

beer monopoly was used to pay for urban segregation.

Scientific racism and ideas of “civilisation”

These three sets of strategies designed to ensure the inferiority of black people – the denial

of political representation, exclusion from urban areas of surplus black people, urban

segregation of necessary black people – took place within the context of colonial ideologies

informed by a range of racist discourses. Racist ideas had long been prevalent in Europe but

had until then originated from religious foundations (Dubow 1995: 21, Miles 1989: 28).

During the late nineteenth century, religious hierarchies gave way to scientifically justified

hierarchies with the growth of what is retrospectively referred to as scientific racism. It was

at this time when the word “race” gained currency as the influence of biological science

argued that race was a biological type which would determine everything about each person

(Dubow 1995: 29).

“[R]ace” determined economic and cultural characteristics and development (cf. Barzun
1938:19-21, Banton 1977:47). This was a discourse of “race” that may be described as an
instance of biological determinism (cf. Gould 1984: 20, Rose et al. 1984:3015). Thereby,
the Other was represented as a biologically distinct entity, as a “race” apart, whose
capacities and achievements were fixed by natural and unalterable conditions which were
common to that collectivity. (Miles 1989: 32)

This proved to be a popular and enduring idea, and disciplines such as anthropology in the

decades before and after 1900 were dominated by efforts to measure the innate traits of each

“race”. This included both physical measurement, which generally concluded that white

people had bigger brains, and mental testing which “proved” the superiority of white

intelligence (Boonzaier 1988: 62, Dubow 1995).9

In order to explain why different races should necessarily be more or less intelligent,

biologists and anthropologists drew on the paradigm of evolution. Darwinist notions of

evolution, natural selection, strong and weak species and extinction crossed over from an

analysis of the natural world of plants and animals to analysis of the human world. Social

Darwinism was “a broad philosophy or ideology which [described] social evolution in

                                                
9 Dubow notes that “whereas poor scores registered by blacks tended to be interpreted in terms of
immutable biological heredity, lack of achievement on the part of impoverished whites was most often
attributed to environmental – and hence remedial – factors” (Dubow 1995: 233).
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terms of laws of natural selection and [stressed] the importance of biological inheritance”

(Dubow 1995: 120). Different races were thought of as different sub-species of humanity,

which were in competition with one another (Miles 1989: 37). These “sub-species” were

evaluated according to the extent to which they were seen to have developed or evolved

both physically and socially, some being closer to “nature” than others (Anderson 2000b:

311). Humanity was no longer seen as a “pregiven condition, but as a continuous field of

variation that had evolved out of apes” (Anderson 2000b: 309). Evolution could be seen as

both biological and cultural. Clearly inspired by Darwinian theories of evolution, the

Victorian era was characterised by a variety of “progress theories” in which concern was

placed on collective and individual upgrading and development (Mennell 1992: 31). Just as

a race could have better genes because it had evolved in such a way that it had a strong gene

pool, so a race could have better social institutions because its culture had spent more time

learning and developing. 10 Within Social Darwinism, those who were seen to be less

developed, were closer to humanity’s primitive humanoid ancestors while others were

further away and more advanced. This linked in with a broader evolutionary imagination of

“primitive races” being closer to nature and whites being more civilised or possessing

culture.11 When applied to South Africa, missionaries and scholars established that “African

societies around them were at an early stage of human evolution, roughly equal in terms of

development, to the gentes or clans of pre-feudal Europe” (Harries 1988: 38).

In accordance with the evolutionist notion of “the survival of the fittest”, the primitive

races were destined to die out when they encountered stronger races, as Kidd (1894)

explained “The weaker races disappear before the stronger through the effects of mere

contact” (quoted in Magubane 1996: 80). This “natural” reality was used to justify both

exploitation and extermination:

In the evolutionary scheme of things, the inferior races ought to justify their existence by
providing labor for the superior races – or be liquidated to provide room for the civilized,
progressive races like the Anglo-Saxons. (Magubane 1996: 82)

The injustices of colonialism were therefore explained as the inevitable “course of nature”,

thereby removing any dimension of morality from what was now biologically sanctioned

bigotry, exploitation and murder.

The net effect of Social Darwinism, and broader notions of civilisation, on the process

of identity construction was to place temporality at the centre of notions of difference.

                                                
10 Of course, this was simply a new face on the old and ever-pervasive idea that civilisation is “the
perfection of man through cultural progress”, and that some races, nations, etc, have been progressing
longer and are therefore more civilised (Immanuel Kant quoted in Eze 1997).
11 The Latin origin of the word “savage” is “silvaticus” which means living in or belonging to the forest.
(Schmidt 1996: 145. Also see Schutte 1995: 227)
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Fabian argued that because colonised people were seen as existing at a previous stage of

development, “the savage” is denied “coevalness” and is seen to live “in another Time”.

(Fabian 1983: 27). This sense of evolutionary time is at the heart of the key markers of

difference in western society such as “civilization, evolution, development, acculturation,

modernization (and their cousins, industrialization, urbanisation). Temporally imagined

difference was then expressed spatially as distance, whereby “savages” were seen to be

distant from the civilised present” (Fabian 1983: 26). Black traditionalism and white

civilisation were therefore seen as fundamentally incompatible, since each existed in a

different time they could not exist in the same space.

In establishing black people’s evolutionary inferiority, a frequently used analogy was

“maturity” in which blacks were represented as children and whites as adults. General J. B.

M. Hertzog, Prime Minister of the Union of South Africa from 1924-1939, said in 1926

Look … at the difference in civilisation [between whites and natives] Against European
civilisation which has its origin in a slow development which stretches back over a period
of almost 2,000 years, stand the native, without civilisation …, still on the doorstep of his
development. Next to the European the native stands as an eight-ear-old child to a man of
great experience – a child in religion; a child in moral conviction; a child without art and
without science; with the most primitive of needs, and the most elementary knowledge to
provide for those needs. (Schmidt 1996: 159, also see Marks and Trapido 1987: 9)

This discourse also entered the debate around franchise, when Blacks, Indians and

coloureds were prevented from voting on the grounds that they could not exercise this right

responsibly, as if minors in the care of adults (Magubane 1996: 367). Rhodes was reported

to have stated in 1887 that “The native is to be treated as a child and denied the franchise”

(quoted in Magubane 1996: 108, Welsh 1976: 224). The Africans-as-children idea was not

simply a popular sentiment in political discourse, it also had a “scientific” basis and child-

like immaturity was considered by biologists to be a racial condition (Dubow 1995: 32, 49).

Some scientific analyses argued that “the native mind” was subject to “arrested

development” which meant that mental development stopped during puberty, thus making

“natives” akin to “overgrown children” with underdeveloped mental faculties (Dubow

1995: 200).

George McCall Theal, a pioneer historian in South Africa, epitomised the scientific

racism and social Darwinism in his volumes (1892-1919). Drawing from “evidence” such

as skull size, he placed “bushmen” as the weakest race, “Hottentots” higher on the scale and

“Bantu” as a strong race, almost rivalling Europeans (Boonzaier 1988: 59, Dubow 1995:

70).12 He further theorised that Bushmen were the original inhabitants of South Africa and

                                                
12 Until the mid-nineteenth century, the words “hottentot” and “bushmen” had been used interchangeably
to refer to the “stone age” hunter-gatherer people who appeared to be different to the darker and more
sophisticated pastoral “Bantu” (which included language groups such as the Zulu, Xhoza, Sotho, etc.).
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all other groups were newcomers to the region. In setting up Bushmen as the original

inhabitants and all others as successively superior intruders, Theal’s ideas were structured to

support white superiority as “Bantu” groups had no higher claim of land than Europeans

did. He suggested that whites had expanded across empty land until the nineteenth century

when they met “Bantu” races which had been moving from the North at the same time

(Dubow 1995: 70). Theal therefore achieved the magical and valuable trick of presenting

the land as essentially “empty”; bar a few weak races which were all but wiped out as the

inevitable result of contact with a strong race. The fact that whites dominated all other

groups was, for Theal, merely a manifestation of the evolutionary principle that the fittest

survive and thrive.

An important development in Social Darwinism in the late 1800s was the idea of

eugenics, or “the science of the well born” (Dubow 1995: 121). The early nineteenth

century faith in the inevitability of human progress gave way to the less optimistic

consideration that there could be a reversal in evolutionary progress if the biological

superiority of the Anglo-Saxon race was in any way diluted or polluted with “other” blood.

Fears were expressed of degeneration and deterioration, and eugenics was to be the strategic

manipulation of evolution to improve stock, by “pruning out … biological weakness in

society” (Dubow 1995: 122). Notions of eugenics had entered public discourse in South

Africa during the last decades of the nineteenth century, and it was believed by some that

racial mixing would result in racial deterioration. In particular, miscegenation (inter-racial

sex) was feared as it was seen to have the potential to “sap the fibre of white civilisation at

its most susceptible point by undermining race ‘pride’ and ‘purity’” (Dubow 1995: 180-1).

Spatial separation was therefore required to shore up racial integrity and prevent mixed race

children (Dubow 1995: 132, 135).13 However, the fear of deterioration through contact was

not limited to genetic pollution, but extended to other forms of contamination. Swanson’s

(1977) essay on the “Sanitation Syndrome” demonstrated the practical and metaphorical

role of the idea of “infection”, where “non-whites” were seen as the potential source of

infection and social decay and were duly removed to locations away from white settlements

(Dubow 1995: 129). The anxieties of authorities

focused on the preservation of civilized society, which they believed was threatened with
disorder and decay apparent to them in the festering “hordes” or “raw natives” at Cape

                                                                                                                                              

Classificatory sciences such as that of Theal subsequently split Hottentots and Bushmen according to
precise criterion. Theal identified these groups by a detailed set of physical and social characteristics,
such as skin colour, nose shape, hair, weapons, language, etc.
13 Eugenics was not only about the prevention of inter-racial mixing but also about the internal genetic
health of the white Nation, whose health was believed important for economic success and continued
dominance over blacks (Klausen 1997). Prior to the 1920s, most eugenicist concern was directed at the
poor Afrikaans group threatening to weaken the white race through their “feeblemindedness”. It was
feared that the poor white group was sinking to the status of the black underclass.
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town and other urban centres … the sanitation syndrome penetrated into all perceptions and
prescriptions of the day: urbanization was seen as a pathology in African life and therefore
a menace to “civilized” (i.e. white) society. Disease was both a biological fact and a social
metaphor. (Swanson 1977: 396 and 408)

Eugenics, therefore, impacted on the colonial psyche in two important ways. It produced

both a fear of biological mixing of races, and the fear of social and residential mixing of

races, a fear which had been emerging as a backlash to the urbanisation and

“westernisation” of black people.

These ideological trends of scientific racism, social Darwinism and eugenics,

represented a consolidation of the dominance of the segregationist approach towards

indigenous populations which, although present in 1800s, was arguably more in balance

with more liberal assimilationists than was the case at the time after the Union of South

Africa. The first half of the twentieth century saw systematic attempts at political

disenfranchisement, exclusion of surplus non-Europeans from cities, and segregation of

races within cities. The arrival of apartheid mid-century, then, was simply an extension of

well entrenched ideologies and policies preceding the victory of the National Party in the

1948 elections.

3 . 3  P E R I O D  3 :  AP A R T H E I D

The Second World War had two important impacts on South Africa. Firstly, it created a

sharp division amongst whites, with considerable debate taking place about whether to

support the Axis or the Allies. At the time, the country had returned to the more liberal

administration of Jan Smuts’ United Party after a more conservative, racist period under

Hertzog. Afrikaner nationalists favoured Germany, and were therefore outraged when the

South African parliament voted in favour of Smuts’ motion to support the British. Secondly,

the demand for manufacturing grew dramatically during the war and there were therefore

labour shortages in urban areas (Davenport and Saunders 2000: 354). The Second World

War effectively resulted in a relaxation of the exclusionary approach of the previous

administration, particularly with regard to influx control measures. During the period

following the war, the welfare of black people also featured more prominently on the

political agenda, a trend which concerned the Afrikaner nationalists who were used to a

focus on the welfare of poor whites. There was also more vocal and active black, Indian and

coloured opposition, which expressed grievances over job colour bars, pass laws and other

inequitable systems through protests and strikes.

These developments played into the hands of conservatives, and the National Party

won the 1948 election by mobilising fears of oorstrooming, or being overwhelmed by black
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people (Norval 1990: 138). The new government made it clear that the movement towards

racial integration was to be stopped and reversed (Davenport and Saunders 2000: 378).14

This was the first exclusively Afrikaans government and was the expression of Afrikaner

nationalism that had been developing in the wake of their defeat by the British at the turn of

the Century. The ideology of Christian Nationalism, which appeared in the 1930s took

inspiration from Biblical stories such as the tower of Babel, where God ruined people’s

plans for unity by imposing the inability to get along. God was seen by some as the “Great

Divider” who favoured the retention of national integrity and difference (Dubow 1995:

258). Afrikaners derived a sense of self-righteousness from their own history as an

emerging volk  (nation) following God’s will in creating a distinct people rather than simply

assimilating with other whites or being overwhelmed by blacks. The right to self-

determination was meant to apply to other nations, but Afrikaners justified their hegemony

by the paternalistic argument in favour of guardianship over less capable nations (Dubow

1995: 267).

Crucially, this conception of difference was not premised on hard scientific racism but

rather on notions such as “language-group” and “culture”. The dominant post-war mood

internationally was one in which biological racial beliefs were unpopular. In this context,

racial supremacy articulated itself in complex ways, with “a series of contradictions, fudges

and contortions” (Dubow 1995: 281). The boundaries between the three concepts of

language, culture and race were not always solid and they were “used as functionally

interdependent variables” (Dubow 1995: 263). Although it may seem surprising that racist

ideologies were not necessarily based on biological notions of inferiority, it was a feature of

these ideologies elsewhere in the world. For Bonnett,

… the relationship between white identity and modernity has never been wholly reliant on
scientific racism. The range and repertoire of white supremacy far exceeds the terms of
biological racism and, as events have shown, is quite capable of surviving the latter’s
demise. (Bonnett 2000: 61) 15

Social difference was conceived often in terms of the differential influence of tribalism and

modernity on black and white respectively. Du Preez (1983) outlines a plethora of

differences between black and white, of which the following are choice examples

In contrast to modern man, whose approach to life is objectively analytical and whose spirit
is accordingly also divided into value, thought and feeling systems, blacks have a different
approach. They do not face the world objectively and at a distance, but live in it. No object

                                                
14 This needs to be seen within the context of global decolonisation, when the government constructed
“the idea of a muti-racial state as exemplified in black Africa, black domination, heathenism and
dictatorships, which was then shown to be a threat to western values, Christianity, equality, and ‘real’
freedom. The ultimate result of this construction of equivalences was the portrayal of the notion of a
multi-racial state as ‘white suicide’”. (Norval 1990: 141)
15 The switch away from explicit scientific racism is discussed further in section 6.3, page 250.



Desegregating Minds, Chapter 3 84

exists outside reality. They touch and are attuned to things and the earth. … They are part
of the environment just as the whole environment is part of themselves and, in this unity,
they do not distinguish between belief and reality. Their world is mythical, something
which is often classed as superstitious by whites. Reality, pretence and dream exist
alongside one another. So it is that dreams are as real and valid as actual perceptions. In
this world without division, ancient tribal beliefs play an overriding role. … [T]he belief in
the spirits of ancestors, gods, animals and even plants, exercises a determining influence on
their thoughts. … From birth, the black infant is part of a group rather than the child of a
specific mother and father. The children of one woman are treated by others as their own
and it is even usual for a mother to suckle other infants. … As distinct from whites, not
much responsibility is expected from the black child and it is only during and after the
initiation ceremonies that blacks come into contact with actual tribal discipline … It
appears that blacks have less inhibitions when it concerns the expression of their basic
drives … Blacks regard it as impolite to say something to a person in a way which might
offend them but would prefer to say it in a manner in which they think the person would
like to hear the utterance. Whites would say this is hypocrisy, blacks believe it is being
polite. Blacks believe that their entire lives are determined by spirits. This is a belief which
originates from their faith. Whites might possibly label this as irresponsibility … The
difference in values between black and white is also shown by their different attitudes to
time. Because no reason exists for him to be concerned about his future well-being, the
traditional black lives in the present and in the happenings of the past. The future does not
exist because it has not yet occurred and is, therefore, unable to exist in time. In his
exposure to the Western situation, it is a new experience for blacks to think and plan ahead.
(du Preez 1983: 76-82)

As a result of black people’s backward, tribal orientation, du Preez argues that “the black”

will necessarily encounter difficulties in cities where, through the influence of progressive

whites, cities require a modern mentality.

The fact is that tribal blacks were the immediate forefathers of the urban blacks; in fact,
some urban blacks still come directly from tribal backgrounds. To a greater or lesser extent,
all blacks still have ties with their traditional background and these still exert an important
influence on the process of adaptation of urban blacks… the adjustment for the black who
has not yet bridged the gap between tribe and city is exceptionally difficult. It means the
changeover from a regimented cultural uniformity to a strange, disrupted environment. In
addition, the black comes into contact with an involved and largely-unknown Western,
materialistic way of life. All this is by no means conducive to healthy adjustment … In
place of a community which works together as a tribal unity for collective advantage,
security and protection of the individual, a community of individuals is found in urban
areas, with individual values and selfish attitudes. It is a community which is very aware of
money and where an instinctive rationalisation of “I want, therefore I take” is very
common. (du Preez 1983: 83)

Under the regime of apartheid, continued concern about the urbanisation of black

people –as exemplified by du Preez – led to the extension and deepening of previous

systems of segregation to encompass and regulate every aspect of life. The core of this

system was a mechanism for assigning a race to each person – which was carried out under

the Population Registration Act of 1950. According to the Act, people were to be

categorised as either African, coloured, Indian or white. Each person was issued with

identity documents which reflected people’s assigned racial status. Having established,

through legislation, a racially divided nation – the government then set about reinforcing the
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spatial separation already begun prior to apartheid. Segregation within cities was achieved

through the 1950 Group Areas Act, which extended the restrictions placed on black people

in the 1923 Urban Areas Act to coloureds and Indians. The sustainability of urban

segregation became a priority, with authorities attempting to provide and enable adequate

basic housing for the necessary black population. The logic was that adequate housing, plus

planning and regulation, would bring the urbanisation process under the control of the

administration and would help eliminate the likelihood of squatting and slums (Davenport

and Saunders 2000: 389).

As well as segregation within cities, apartheid continued to confront the urbanised

African. Through regional separation and influx control, the government sought to reinforce

the rurality of the majority of black people. Authorities continued to argue – as was felt in

the earlier part of the century – that the very survival of “European Civilisation” in South

Africa depended on separation (Jones 1999: 583). The “detribalized African” was

identified, once again, as the cause of urban problems, along with reiterations that black

people would never be able to adequately assimilate themselves into western and modern

society. The popular adage expressed the problem thus: “You can take a kaffir out of the

bush, but you can’t take the bush out of a kaffir”. A great deal of resentment and dislike was

directed at cosmopolitan urban communities such as Sophiatown which represented the

inverse of what urban space was supposed to signify as the “achieved centre” of modernity,

progress and civilisation (Kruger 1997: 566). Not only did such places contain “savages”

who had no place in cities, but it contained the more ambiguous and difficult figure of the

English-speaking intellectual “natives” who threatened to abandon their natural place as

uncivilised – a trend which called for the demolition of places such as Sophiatown and

attempts at the retribalisation of “rogue” metropolitan blacks. Bantu Education was

mobilised to try and “retraditionalise” blacks by discrediting “the promise of urbanization

and cultural assimilation” (Kruger 1997: 569). A different school syllabus was developed

for black children, which emphasised mother-tongue teaching with the aim of anchoring the

pupils to their “cultures” (Davenport and Saunders 2000: 389).

Along with the use of propaganda, the authorities attempted to curtail urbanisation by

strengthening influx control, advocated by Stallard in 1921, which would exclude surplus

blacks from cities. The Native Laws Amendment Act (1952) decreed that the only Africans

who could live permanently in urban areas were those that had lived there for more than 15

years, or those who had worked for the same employer for more than a decade (Davenport

and Saunders 2000: 390). This was supplemented with legislation which required all black

people to carry pass books – the administrative devices with which police could determine
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whether a person’s presence in urban areas was permitted.16 A further major component of

the government’s attempt to keep unnecessary black people out of cities was the extension

of the reserve system into a system of nation-states known as homelands or Bantustans,

whereby blacks were to lose citizenship of South Africa and become citizens of their

“traditional homeland”.17 These territories, and the “traditional” political structures that

were established to govern them were a vast exercise in which tradition and history were

invented by the National Party (Jones 1999: 583).

Bantustans, however, could no longer be treated as simply the natural sites of black

backwardness. The government was faced with a crisis of economic and social

sustainability which called, somewhat paradoxically, for a programme of modernisation and

development. Industrial deconcentration programmes sought to bring jobs to the Bantustans

in order to prevent urbanisation. The government also tried to promote a sense of national

identity amongst the citizens of Bantustans so that they could ultimately become

independent states. The view of Bantustans changed to one where they were at a previous or

lower stage of development, not yet caught up with modern, white South Africa. For Jones,

race and ethnicity were replaced with modernist notions of linear development with

“astonishing ease” (1999: 584). The distinction between third world and first world became

a new euphemism for race and ethnicity, and the new justification for segregation (Sharp

1988c: 114).

English speaking whites and the liberal opposition

The term “English-speaking South Africans” has been described as a relatively recent

phenomenon, not present in the nineteenth century where “emphasis fell more on the

quality of being British in terms of descent and stock than on language” (Garson 1976: 17).

This section of the white population tended not to see itself as “a community” or a

combined unit, but was rather defined by being non-Afrikaans (Garson 1976: 19; Welsh

1976: 218, 228). This was especially true of the twentieth century, when English speaking

whites diverged from Afrikaans in their failure to develop a sense of nationalism and

                                                
16 The “core” of pass law legislation were the Blacks (Urban Areas) Consolidation Act of 1945 and the
Blacks (Abolition of Passes and Co-ordination of Documents) Act of 1952 (Morris 1999: 668).
17 The legislated groundwork was laid by the 1959 Bantu Self-Government Act (Jones 1999: 583). In the
early 1970s, the ideology of separate development was given further legislative strength with the passing
of the Bantu Homelands Citizenship Act (1970), the Bantu Homelands Constitution Act (1971). The first
attempted to assign a homeland citizenship to each black person, even if they had always lived in what
was decreed to be a white area (Davenport and Saunders 2000: 432). The second gave the South African
State President the power to bestow self-government on any of the homelands as they were deemed
capable of responding to that status.
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community. 18 This was largely the result of a sense of attachment to their distant imperial

motherland, unlike Afrikaners who – in ideology – saw South Africa as their primary and

God given home. This connection was at least partly attributable to immigration from the

UK to South Africa, which meant that a large percentage of English speaking whites were

not born in South Africa unlike the majority of Afrikaners.

British heritage played varying roles in people’s lives, and orientated English speakers

to Britain in varying degrees (Butler 1976: 12). For example, many English speakers called

Britain “home” regardless of whether or not they had ever been there (Brooks and Harrison

1998: 96). However, there is also evidence that there was a strong sense of having a “local”

culture by the latter years of apartheid. Almost half of all English Speaking South Africans

who responded to Schlemmer’s survey stated that they saw their culture and outlook as

specifically South African (1976: 111).19 Conversely, only 20% saw their culture and

outlook as “Anglo-Saxon”. In response to a separate question, only 12% felt that was

important to strive particularly hard to protect and maintain “an English way of life”

(Schlemmer 1976: 123). Therefore, “[i]n-group identification among English-speakers is

tempered by what appears to be an equally or more pervasive broader South African

identity shared by most ordinary Afrikaners” (Schlemmer 1976: 130).

The famous antagonism between English and Afrikaners which was cited as the cause

of the “Great Trek” of Afrikaners from the Cape to the Transvaal in the 1830s, and was

accentuated by the South African war, appeared to be declining by the 1970s, with only

13% of the English speaking respondents to Schlemmer’s survey stating that they believed

that divisions between whites should be maintained (1976: 109). Under the Afrikaans

dominated NP government, the English speaking whites of South Africa found themselves

largely excluded from government for the first time since their arrival at the start of the

1800s. Their largely apathetic response to this predicament suggests either a large degree of

tacit support for the Afrikaners’ project, or a sense of helplessness and inability to do

anything since they were in the minority. Survey results do suggest that the English were

more “liberal” than Afrikaners, as indeed they saw themselves to be. Schlemmer’s survey

indicates that far more English than Afrikaans speaking whites felt that Africans, Coloureds

                                                
18 A survey of 659 English-speaking and 641 Afrikaans-speaking South Africans conducted by
Schlemmer in the 1970s showed this contrast dramatically (1976: 101). In response to the question “How
important do you think it is for a group such as English-speaking South African/Afrikaans-speaking
South Africans to maintain its identity and keep its traditions and language strong?” Whereas 86% of
Afrikaans-speakers said it was very important, only 53% of English speakers said the same. The need for
language group identity was particularly weak in areas with concentrations of English speakers such as
Natal, suggesting that the need for group identity is greatest when English speakers are a minority
amongst Afrikaners.
19 In English speaking areas such as Natal, however, only 39 % felt they had a specifically South African
culture.
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and Indians were South Africans as opposed to separate nations (1976: 117). However, as

Welsh cautioned, the difference between English and Afrikaners on the question of race

remained “a difference of degree and not of principle” (Welsh 1976: 236). Even so, many

English speakers did consider themselves to be “liberal” and it is therefore useful to briefly

review liberal politics and ideologies.

With the 1948 election, the United Party moved from being governing party to official

opposition. At the United Party congress in 1954, the party adopted a new policy in

response to the National Party’s segregationist drive. The new policy “accepted the African

as part of a single South African political community, and justified white leadership only if

the white man was prepared to share his civilisation with the African”. (Davenport and

Saunders 2000: 410). Out of disillusionment, eleven of the United Party’s 53 seats split to

form the new liberal Progressive Party, in 1959. The Progressive Party failed to retain 10 of

its 11 seats in the 1961 election, a signifier in part of public attitudes to liberal ideas, despite

the fact that some of the proposals were described by some as “conservative and racist”

(Hackland 1987: 371). The Progressive Party argued for a Bill of Rights and advocated

direct representation of all races in the Upper House. This did not necessarily mean,

however, a belief in universal franchise and the liberals revisited ideas of “qualified

franchise”, which sought to ensure that only adequately civilised people were permitted to

vote (Hackland 1987: 370). By the late 1970s, however, the idea of qualified franchise was

abandoned and replaced with proposals for universal adult suffrage (Hackland 1987: 372).

The Progressive Party’s proposed systems had built in mechanisms such as minority veto,

designed to prevent domination by the majority.

Regarding economic policy, the Progressive Party adhered to a belief in free enterprise.

Liberals were defined by their support for capitalist economic systems, and they did not

acknowledge any connection between the economic order and racial exploitation (Freund

1986: 134; Magubane 1996: xx). Indeed, many argued that apartheid was economically

irrational and should be abandoned in order to realise the country’s full economic potential

as it prevented optimal use of human resources through job reservation (Hackland 1987:

379). By the 1970s, members of the Progressive party argued that the country was being

held back from the benefits of capital-intensive manufacturing by the continued reliance on

low-wage, unskilled labour (Marks and Trapido 1987: 55).

The liberal version of social justice was based, then, on the free market, which meant

that there was little scope for redistribution of wealth or the elimination of the cheap labour

system, and arguably amounted to little more than the de-racialisation of wealth and

inequality.
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The Progressive Party did not object in principle to discrimination or inequality. Its
objection was to the fact that the discrimination and inequalities were imposed only on
people of colour, and on all people of colour. If the colour bar was lifted, in its view, the
inequalities would no longer be offensive to the critical outside world or to liberal
sensibilities inside South Africa. Allowing an equal bite at the cake to a minority of black
people would satisfy the moral scruples expressed by liberal opponents of apartheid.
(Hackland 1987: 378)

The Party sought to promote individualism as opposed to collectivism, aiming for a nation

of individuals “and not members of majority or minority groups”. (Boyd 1962 quoted in

Hackland 1987: 379).

The liberal Progressive Federal Party represented the more progressive discourses in

mainstream white society but received only limited support and for many years was

confined to only one seat in parliament (Suzman 1993). However, its ideas were

increasingly adopted by the ruling National Party, especially from the late 1970s when

apartheid’s crisis of legitimacy forced the government to attempt various “reforms”. These

“reforms” had the appearance of a departure from orthodox apartheid but translated into

little more than the de-racialisation of apartheid, as will now be discussed.

3 . 4  P E R I O D  4 :  TH E  D E - RA C I A L I S A T I O N  O F  AP A R T H E I D ,

1 9 7 8 - 1 9 9 0

Although de Klerk’s opening of parliament in 1990, in which he dramatically announced

the release of Mandela and the unbanning of the African National Congress, appears at first

glance to be the point at which the NP scrapped apartheid, the government had for some

time drifted away from the terrain of ideological racism leaving it marginalised and

occupied by conservative parties (refer to Figure 7, page 68 above). When P.W. Botha took

power as Prime Minister of the NP-led government in 1978, replacing Verwoerd’s

successor B. J. Vorster, he declared that apartheid would result in a state of permanent

conflict and that South Africans had to “Adapt or Die” (Davenport and Saunders 2000: 459,

Posel 1987: 419). He took office towards the end of a decade which presented a series of

crises to the apartheid state, notably the 1973 Durban strikes and the 1976 Soweto riots,

which set the context for important departures from strict Verwoerdianism. 20 These

departures from orthodox apartheid can, in fact, be traced back to Vorster’s regime of the

                                                
20 So called “reforms” included the adoption of Riekert and Wiehahn strategies in 1979, which made
some very limited concessions to blacks already settled in urban areas but continued to exclude “urban
outsiders”; the Constitution Act of 1983 which permitted some decision making for coloureds and Indians
on their “own affairs” within a Tricameral Parliament; the repeal of the Immorality Amendment Act (No.
23) of 1957 and the Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act (No. 55) of 1949; and the abandonment of influx
control in favour of a policy of “orderly urbanisation” in 1986.
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1970s when racial supremacy was abandoned in favour of the idea of “separate

development” (Norval 1990: 143). By the 1980s, this trend away from racist discourse

culminated in two attempts to co-opt and divide what was previously constructed as the

non-white threat. First, the government recognised for the first time the permanence of

urban black residents, thereby attempting to divide black people between privileged urban

insiders and those still excluded (Norval 1990: 144). Second, the government proposed a

system of power sharing with coloureds and Indians through a tri-cameral parliament in the

hope of driving a wedge between coloured and Indian people represented in national

politics, and black people who were not. This proposal caused a backlash amongst more

conservative nationalists who split from the National Party to form The Conservative Party

(CP) (Schutte 1995: 106). The split amounted to the marginalisation of hard-line

segregationist ideas to the right of the increasingly reformist government.21 Orthodox

apartheid ideology, therefore, was no longer advocated by the government but was now the

sphere of the opposition CP (Sharp 1988a: 9).

While the NP’s reforms did not amount to an abandonment of the cornerstone acts of

apartheid until their repeal in 1991,22 and indeed a refusal to abandon the principle of

separate development until 1990, there had been a definite fragmentation of old ideologies

by the 1980s (Posel 1987, Sharp 1988a: 9). Botha ushered in a period where,

“Pragmatism” now trumps “ideological principles”; uncompromising racial separatism
must yield to “rational reform”, including the extension of “free enterprise”. “Effective
government” entails a “total strategy” in defence of “civilised values”, rather than a moral
crusade upholding white supremacy for its own sake. (Posel 1987: 419)

The ideological justifications of apartheid gave way to technocratic and supposedly

“pragmatic” responses to the “realities” confronting the state. In an attempt to secure

legitimacy for homeland policies, influx control and black urban housing, this new

discourse sought to de-politicise their intent, turning them into “objectively” necessary

actions rather than subjectively chosen ones for particular political ends. The “realities”

facing the state were conceived of in terms of the notion of a “total onslaught” which was

defined as a diffuse threat of “international communism and its cohorts – leftist activities,

exaggerated humanism, permissiveness, materialism and related ideologies” (1973 White

paper on Defence and Armaments Production, quoted in Posel 1987: 421). The

                                                
21 This split had even affected the Afrikaner Broederbond – a secretive Afrikaner Nationalist organisation
which was formerly the bastion and possibly chief instigator of apartheid. The group that became the CP
had previously been the (presumably hard-line) research wing of the Broederbond, and their departure left
the Broederbond without its staunch pro-apartheid elements and open to more liberal tendencies (Schutte
1995: 156).
22 Acts repealed include the Population Registration Act (1950), the Land Acts (1913, 36) and the Group
Areas Act (1950) (Schutte 1995: 73, 80)
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technocratically justified responses to this “reality” included military activities, and an

espousal of free enterprise (Norval 1990: 145). The government explicitly set out to

establish a non-white middle class that would act as a buffer against communism. Some this

group would join whites in having a “a stake in the system” they would secure the longevity

of white privilege (Marks and Trapido 1987: 57, Posel 1987: 423-4). In order for these

sections of the Indian and coloured populations to be successfully brought on board,

however, it was vital that Verwoerdian arguments be replaced by non-racist justifications

for policies. Furthermore, the government’s de jure rejection of orthodox apartheid, and its

technocratic, apolitical advocacy of free market enterprise, meant that there were new

possibilities for co-operation with liberals and liberal big business in particular, who were

previously alienated from the government (Posel 1987: 429).

During this period, urban processes were characterised by the breakdown and collapse

of influx control and Group Areas. Defiance of influx control began in the mid-1970s with

the establishment of Crossroads squatter settlement near Cape Town by workers and their

families who no longer wanted to live apart (Morris 1999: 668). The move to ignore pass

laws gained momentum with the anti-apartheid struggle in the 1980s and in 1986, the policy

was officially scrapped in favour of the policy of “orderly urbanisation” (see Maylam

1990). As well as the breakdown of urban-rural control, there was also a disintegration of

intra-urban segregation and the emergence of multi-racial trading and residential zones.

Laws were amended or passed to pave the way for the decriminalisation of mixed

marriages, mixed trade in CBDs and mixed amenities such as cinemas (Simon 1989: 195).

Mixed residential zones, known as grey areas, emerged in inner city locales such as

Hillbrow (Johannesburg) and Albert Park (Durban) as a result of an over-supply of

apartments in inner-city areas and a slowdown in the Government’s housing programmes in

townships due to economic downturn (Morris 1999: 672).23 While Botha denied any

intention to abolish the Group Areas Act (Simon 1989: 196), the government increasingly

turned a blind eye to Indians, coloureds and blacks who were transgressing Group Areas

zoning. 24

The extent to which the apartheid government was in control of these processes was

limited, and apparently “reformist” legislation was, in fact, simply a case of the state trying

to catch up with actual urban processes unfolding regardless of hegemonic approval. The

government’s commitment to change was mediocre given its claims to continuity with the

                                                
23 On Grey Areas see Christopher (1992), Elder (1990), Garside (1993), Hart (1989), Maharaj and
Mpungose (1995), Mather (1987), Morris (1994), Pickard-Cambridge (1988), Rule (1989), Saff (1994).
24 To some extent their hands were tied by a 1982 court ruling which required the state to provide
alternative accommodation if they evicted people on racial grounds (Saff 1994: 381). 
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past. Furthermore, the impetus for the NP to reform, and ultimately to abandon apartheid,

was hardly that of a retreat from a morally wrong policy but rather that of strategic

adaptation to new conditions (Simon 1989: 189). Drawing on Cohen (cited in Sibley 1988:

414), we can say that the attempts at inclusion were not necessarily liberatory but can be

entirely consistent with the objective of state control. The 1980s can be characterised in part

as recognition that apartheid and Christian-Nationalism in their original conception were

unworkable and that other frameworks could be adopted to achieve broadly the same goals

of privilege for the majority of whites.

In the politics of transition to a “new” South Africa the Nationalist government was seen
more and more clearly as a canny practitioner of realpolitik , which was prepared to
surrender its abstract commitment to the unity of the volk  in the broader interests of
defending white power and privilege. (Dubow 1995: 247)

The NP’s search for a new way of speaking led it increasingly to the free-market (Schutte

1994: 163). Social diversity was explained in terms of differential development, and the

terms “first” and “third world” replaced “white” and “black” (Sharp 1988c). The state, then,

attempted to alter its modus operandi as a way of retaining its control over the high ground.

Finally in 1990, the government abandoned all attempts to force segregation – again

something which was perhaps more strategic than honourable.25 The net effect of this was

that the government managed to de-racialise privilege and the systems that create it, thus

normalising it and deflating criticism of it.

The process of “normalization,” by implication, defined past “unrealistic” policies and
measures as deviant and abnormal. In the process of reconstruction there was a serious
attempt to have the new principle taken for granted by the population. What came to be
regarded as normal could be taken for granted and would not be questioned. An awakening
occurred. Politicians thought they were emerging from a cave of darkness and, with relief,
embraced this new light of “normality”. (Schutte 1995: 165)

The so called period of “reform”, then, did not confront old racial segregationist ideologies,

it simply stopped using discourses easily identifiable as racist. Therefore it failed “to

reshape or reconstitute the identity of those individuals who have internalised Verwoerdian

values and meaning, and it has little to offer the constitution of subjectivity among its new

black audiences” (Posel 1987: 439).

                                                
25 Thornton suggests the decision to end apartheid was bureaucratically and administratively rational but
was politically irrational. It therefore needs to be seen as a bureaucratic rather than a political decision
(1996: 145).
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3 . 5  P E R I O D  5 :  RA C I A L  D I S C O U R S E S  AF T E R  AP A R T H E I D

We arrive, then, in the 1990s from a history dominated by attempts to racially segregate and

it is therefore unsurprising that in post-apartheid South Africa, it is still possible to find the

open use of racist discourse by whites. Consider the following extract from a letter to an

Eastern Cape newspaper:

Does this black population realise that they owe the white population the price of
civilisation? There’s no way that people fresh from the bush can say they are fully civilised
after rubbing shoulders with a handful of civilised people for less than 200 years.26

Similarly, Albert Schweitzer was quoted in the following letter published in the Sunday

Tribune

“Schweitzer was right” Sunday Tribune. 23 April 2000 (Letter to the editor by MD
Burhmann, Gillitts)

IN AN exclusive interview Professor Jonathan Moyo is reported to have said:
“Anything with a white man in it is no good for Africans”.27

Ironically, Dr Albert Schweitzer in 1966 wrote: “I have given my life to try to alleviate
the suffering in Africa. There is something all white men must learn and know as I have;
that these individuals are a sub-race.

“I have given my life to try to bring them the advantages which our civilisation must
offer; but I have become well aware that we must retain a status – white the superior and
they the inferior. For whenever a white man seeks to live among them as their equal, they
will either destroy him or devour him and they will destroy all his works. White men from
anywhere in the world who come to help Africa remember this: You must continually
maintain this status – you the master and they the inferior. Never accept them as your
equals or they will devour you. They will destroy you.”

These statements indicate that there are people who continue to unambiguously use

discourses that differentiate between people on racial grounds and who see a clear hierarchy

between civilised whites and uncivilised blacks. Any level of civilisation found amongst

black people has been imparted by whites, for which black people are expected to be

grateful. This is an example of what Blaut (1993: 1) labels “Eurocentric diffusionism”

meaning theories “about the way cultural processes tend to move over the surface of the

world as a whole. They tended to flow out of the European sector and toward the non-

European sector. This is the natural, normal, logical, and ethical flow of culture, of

innovation, of human causality” (also see Jarosz 1992: 107). While we may not be surprised

to encounter such beliefs amongst whites given the history of South Africa, it is important

to state from the outset that white people’s relationship to race often tends to be more

complex than the brazen racism displayed above. To illustrate, consider the following

response to the above letter:

                                                
26 “Whites Brought Civilisation” Daily Dispatch. 26 July 1999, p. 8 (Roland Smith, Queenstown)
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“Racism Destroys” The Sunday Tribune. 21 May 2000 (letter to the editor by Lorna
Boshoff, Durban)
No one has the right to call anyone a “sub-race” – not even dear old Dr Schweitzer (quoted
in the Tribune  of April 23). For all his good works, that kind of remark makes him a racist.

Imagine if Mother Teresa had said it. But then she grew to love the people she served,
and that made all the difference.

When it comes to matters of race, perhaps we’d do well to heed the words of EM
Forster. He was talking about the Jews, but it could have been anyone: “It (Prejudice) is
destroying more than the Jews: it is assailing the human mind and inviting it to create false
categories before exercising judgement.”

This letter shows that there is a debate between white people over the nature of social

diversity, and demonstrates that whites cannot be classified as a homogenous, unthinkingly

racist group. Many whites seek to distance themselves from the open use of racial discourse

and condemn any reference to racial difference.

In her assessment of white women’s approaches to race in the San Francisco area,

Frankenberg (1993) concluded that whether one thought of oneself as a racist or not,

everybody thought through race in one way or another. White people are not necessarily

circumscribed by old racisms, but all are forced to respond to it. The above letter, quoting

Schweitzer, was not received passively, but provoked a judgemental response condemning

such sentiments as “prejudiced”, based on “false categories”. One of the key conclusions of

this thesis is that very few white people publicly express themselves in explicitly racist

terms in post-apartheid South Africa and many, as Boshoff’s letter shows, are appalled at

the open use of race and are at pains to distance themselves from such sentiment. But does

this mean that the liberal condemnation of racism enables white people to move beyond

racism?

For Frankenberg (1993), the discourses used by the women she interviewed could be

classified into three types: essentialist racism, the liberal rejection of racism and race

cognisance. I believe this typology usefully summarises white South African responses to

race in post-apartheid South Africa. Essentialist racism includes all overt use of race as

objective social groupings that generally involve the positioning of whites as superior and

others as inferior. While they were expressed by apartheid politicians for decades and

continue to surface in post-apartheid South Africa (as is evident from the excerpts above),

many whites no longer identify with such discourses and distance themselves from them.

The second way of relating to race, therefore, is to adopt discourses of “colour

evasiveness”. This group of discourses often makes explicit a moral rejection of “racism” as

an “irrational prejudice” based on some misguided belief in social groupings that do not

                                                                                                                                              
27 Professor Jonathan Moyo made this statement as a spokesman for Zimbabwe’s ruling ZANU-PF party
during the land invasions crisis of 2000. At the time he was also a professor at the University of
Witwatersrand in Johannesburg.
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exist. Liberals take as their starting point the irrelevance of “race”, and many people seem

to assume that “being caught in the act of seeing racial difference was to be caught being

‘prejudiced’” (Frankenberg 1993: 145). Yet Frankenberg, and many others, have questioned

whether “colour evasiveness” represents actual progress beyond racism. Aware that racism

is no longer acceptable, people take care to avoid using racial discourse in order to “portray

themselves in as positive light as possible” (Alasuutari 1995: 91). This is particularly

important in the interview situation where “[r]espondents may fear ‘being shown up’.

People often avoid describing aspects of behaviour or attitude that are inconsistent with

their preferred self-image” (Layder 1993: 138). Similarly van Dijk states:

Among the many overall strategies that may be accomplished in discursive interaction,
impression management plays an important role... Speakers thus go through the moves of
“saving face” and of positive self-presentation, so as to avoid making a bad impression or
simply to convey a positive impression to the audience. … semantic moves such as
apparent denial “I have nothing against Blacks, but …” may serve as part of overall
strategies of positive self-presentation. What follows after the “but” in such cases will
usually be a move in the complementary strategy of racist talk, that is, negative other
presentation. (van Dijk 1993b: 117)

It is possible that the decreasing use of racial discourse is connected more with the stigma

attached to “being racist” than any fundamental reassessment of the inequalities of society,

as Wouters explains,

this taboo and the interconnected inner fears quite often lead to overheated attacks on
perceived racism, ethnocentrism or “political incorrectness”. In these instances, the rather
blind force of such attacks seems to indicate that the struggle against “we are better, they
are inferior people” is not only fought on the social battlefield but is also in the psyche,
against parts of oneself. The ongoing psychic battle of individuals … usually prevents any
discussion of their relationships with people of different skin colour, class or sex from
going far beyond a multi-culturalist banality like “they are just different, we are not better”.
(Wouters 1998: 145)

Taboo has been attached to the open use of racial discourses as a result of a particular

understanding of racism as something “criminal”, a sinful behaviour of which one is either

guilty or innocent (Frankenberg 1993: 147). Rather than referring to a broad exploitative

system, racism is used to refer to quite specific behaviours such as “treating them badly” as

encapsulated by the new judicial concept of “hate crimes” (see Chapter 1). Above all, one is

racist if one acknowledges that there are such things as different races – hence the taboo

associated with such language. This was clearly evident in the debate over the HRC’s

hearing into racism in the media (Chapter 1), when critics of the HRC and the government

insisted they were as racist as the apartheid government for perpetuating racial labels.

Having defined racism in these narrow terms, it is possible for someone to say that they

cannot be accused of racism, and are therefore “innocent”, since they do not practice these

kinds of behaviours or use the wrong kinds of words.
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The immediate concern with this way of responding to race is that the way racism is

defined (as anti-social prejudiced behaviour) does not adequately capture the way people

are still able to make social differentiations that achieve similar effects to racial discourses.

In other words, is it possible to be “racist” – defined as perceiving black people as inferior –

without using the discourses of “race”, or even referring to “black” and “white”? For

Swanadan, racism is “chameleon-like” and adapts to new environments (quoted in Cross

and Keith 1993: 1). In the new anti-racist environment, we might expect racism to adapt by

“camouflaging” itself and denying its existence. In this regard, colour evasiveness may

disguise continued belief in the inferiority of certain groups in society in much the same

way that racism used to. Frankenberg argues that “..colour evasion actually involves a

selective engagement with difference, rather than no engagement at all” (1993: 143). van

Dijk argues that much of elite discourse

does not appear to be racist at all. On the contrary, much elite text and talk about minorities
may occasionally seem to express tolerance, understanding, acceptance, or humanitarian
worldviews, although such discourse is contradicted by a situation of structured inequality
largely caused or condoned by these elites (van Dijk 1993a: 6).

One might use euphemisms or alternative categorisations to refer to social hierarchies. Race

becomes an “absent presence”, a thought that is “unspoken” rather than “missing”

(Frankenberg 1993: 138, Cross and Keith 1993: 8). This notion is consistent with the rather

more clumsy label of “subliminal racism” muted by the South African Human Rights

Commission. For Frankenberg, the main contradiction of “colour evasiveness” is that

although it appears to be “antiracist” it can often be used to reactionary effect (1993: 143).

The platform of “colour evasion” even allows whites to respond with outrage to intrinsically

racial procedures carried out by the state in an attempt to address economic inequality such

as affirmative action (Frankenberg 1993: 148). Colour evasion therefore also involves the

evasion of power relations and social inequalities. The denial of the importance of race

appears to “embrace cultural and other parameters of diversity” but does so “in ways that

leave hierarchies intact” (Frankenberg 1993: 143). The narrow definition of racism as “hate

crimes” or “prejudice” blinds people to the implications of social practices on inequality.

By thinking of racism only as overt “anti-black” discourse and actions, “structural and

institutional dimensions of racism [are] less easily conceptualised and apparently less

noteworthy”. (Frankenberg 1993: 139). For many people who would classify themselves as

liberal, it is not wrong for people to be excluded per se, but it is wrong if it is done in the

name of race (Sibley 1995: xiv). For example, it is acceptable to refer to cultural difference,

and insist on the right of one “culture” to decide on the admission or rejection of Others, but

it is not acceptable to do so on the grounds of race. It is acceptable, to most liberals, for

people to be excluded on financial grounds (they cannot afford to pay). The fact that this
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present day economic exclusion results from racial exclusions in the past, such as the job

colour bar, is immaterial.

While the colour-evasive approach to race may be incompatible with segregationist

mindsets, they may be entirely compatible with assimilationist mindsets which argue for a

specific kind of racial integration in which non-white people conform to white expectations

of “standards”, “behaviour” and “civilisation”. Therefore many liberals believe that they are

not racist on the grounds that they are prepared, in principle, to accept other groups into

their ranks on the condition that these groups are able to transcend that which previously

made them inferior. In other words a black person who leads a middle class western

lifestyle, is “well educated”, speaks good English without an (African) accent, holds down a

professional job, and has a regular nuclear family is more than welcome to live next door.

This person would be held up as an example of the injustices of apartheid which previously

blocked the progress of capable people. If, however, a black person who deviated from

these requirements – i.e. was conspicuously and unapologetically “African” – were to move

into the neighbourhood, eyebrows would be raised. The fascinating dynamics of “colour

evasion” are one of the core concerns of this thesis and will be discussed throughout. As

with Frankenberg’s assessment of women in the United States, I would argue that as a result

of the “reform” period of the 1980s and the anti-racist atmosphere of the 1990s, colour

evasion is now the dominant and normative approach to race in South Africa. Essentialist

racism may still be evident but it holds little normative power and certainly does not reflect

hegemonic policy.

There is a third category of thinking about race which although not normative, holds

the greatest potential for a progressive reconstruction of whiteness (Frankenberg 1993:

158). This third category is what Frankenberg calls “race cognisance” in which respondents

acknowledge that, although race is not an essentialist biologically or culturally determined

attribute of people, it makes a very real difference to people’s lives and to society as a

whole (1993: 157). While essentialist racism uses the categories of race as objective truths

of society, and colour evasion pretends that there is no such thing as race, race cognisance is

a set of discourses that uses as its starting point the idea that race is both constructed and

important. Although rare, race cognisance is present amongst white South Africans, as is

illustrated by the following interview extract:

Barry:28 I think most people, when they’re, when they’re sober, say the correct things and
that they love the country and that they’re going to stay, and after the fifth beer, they hate
kaffirs, I hate to use the term, because that’s exactly what it reduces itself to. Is that
machine [the tape recorder] on that the moment?  12.6

Richard: It is.  12.7

                                                
28 Barry: Male, 43, English, Born in SA - Zululand, Married, Personnel, Sep 96 and Jul 97.
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Barry: Okay, I’ve just got to clear a few things. As a racist; you know as someone who’s
grown up in a race society {ja} I am aware of race, and to be able;   and it would be
foolish to pretend that I’m not aware of race, everything is within parameters that that that
we have. To short circuit the discussion and not to have to stick on politenesses, it would
be easier to talk of “honkies” and “darkies”, {mm} you know, then they’re both equally
insulted {mm}. If I use the term “kaffir” it’s used in context as a white South African {ja}
you feel fairly strongly about a darkie, you know, {mm} I’m just going to keep it straight,
I’m not going to talk about any other better term, you know, just keeps it clean.  12.8

In this extract, Barry takes the rather unusual step – within the context of other interviews –

of admitting the importance of race to the way he thinks. Later in the interview he related

how he is always aware of people’s race when, for example, reading ordinary residents’

opinions in the newspaper. Under apartheid, Barry was a passionate member of the ANC,

spent time in townships, and was arrested for wearing “Free Mandela” shirts. It is somewhat

ironic, then, that the interview participant we might expect to be least racist was the

participant who most readily conceded the impact of race on the way he thinks, even

labelling himself “racist”. Barry, therefore, was displaying “race cognisance” as described

by Frankenberg. He had gone beyond the liberal pretence that race was not important and

was attempting to acknowledge, to himself, that race structures the way he thinks. The

danger of turning all references to race into a taboo, of judging all who attempt to grapple

with race is that white people will be unable to move from the confusion of “colour

evasion” to a more healthy acknowledgement of the continued relevance of race. Anderson

advises that we “might more freely move across our various states of being, if lines of

conversation with our own dark sides are opened out, rather than shut down and secreted

away” (2000: 317).

3 . 6  I N T E R P R E T I N G  T H E  P E R I O D  O F  WH I T E  DO M I N A N C E :

B E Y O N D  T H E  RA C E - CL A S S  D E B A T E

Having examined white government in South Africa, it is now useful to consider ways in

which apartheid has been interpreted and – for the purposes of this thesis – define the role

of these periods of white government in producing certain senses of identity and space.

Critical literature on South Africa’s history has, for the last three decades of the Twentieth

Century, been dominated by the so-called “race-class” debate, the former associated with

the liberal school and the latter associated with the neo-Marxist radical approaches. The

“liberal school” of professional history was said to have been founded by Macmillan and de

Kiewiet who wrote generally about “race relations, land and labour” (Garson 1976: 21). The

school centred on historical interpretation of race and was characterised by an “abhorrence

for apartheid and a continuing fascinating with race relations” (Morrell 1996: 6). Racism
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was interpreted as a product of “frontier experiences” which is why racism was seen to be

so pronounced amongst Afrikaners (Duminy & Guest 1989: xiii). Racism was seen as a

socio-psychological problem in itself and liberals therefore sought to address pathological

prejudices held by whites against other races. Apartheid was believed to be an anomaly,

divergent from the general western trajectory of modernisation and civilisation. The

objective of liberals was largely to restore “normal” western conditions such as free

enterprise and the attainment of franchise for all races (Norval 1990: 138, Schutte 1995:

41). Liberal academics were ideologically and institutionally associated with liberal parties

such as the Progressive Party, and – at times – with capital itself.29

Diametrically opposed to the liberals were the “radical” historians who drew

inspiration from Marxist notions of class, and the exploitativeness of capitalism. 30 Radicals

criticised liberals for not realising

that perhaps the massive fact of South African history, the massive experience of the mass
of the people in modern South Africa, was the super-exploitation of black labour by a
racially structured capitalism, and this, rather than ethnic groups, ... should be the starting
point of analysis. (Johnstone 1982: 7)

Radicals felt that the liberals’ attention to “race” detracted from what they felt to be the

more urgent, or indeed real, underlying problem of “class”. The radical school found there

to be a fundamental connection between racial political systems and capitalist exploitation.

Rather than the former undermining the latter, as the liberals suggested, radicals drew

attention to the way racial segregation and discrimination enabled economic exploitation

and white privilege (Freund 1986: 134). South Africa was therefore not a unique country

within the western context, as the liberals believed, but simply was exhibiting a particular

version of racial capitalism in which black people were locked into the position of the

proletariat while whites secured for themselves a monopoly over capital and petite

bourgeoisie classes. A particularly well known application of radical analysis honed in on

the way the attempts to preserve the rurality of black people guaranteed the cheapness of

labour for mining and industry. In order to maintain their rural base, labourers in cities were

discouraged from bringing their families to urban areas and were pressurised, instead, to

return periodically to their rural homes in-between contracts or for holidays. The class-

critique of this system of “migrant labour” was that the employer could pay labourers less

                                                
29 For example, the Urban Foundation, which advocated liberal style reform from the late 1970s to the
early 1990s, was funded by big business including Anglo American gold mining (McCarthy 1992: 145,
Swilling 1990).
30 I shall refer to them here as “the radical school”, although it is only a “school” in the very loose sense.
The members of this school are united in agreement on the need to critique capitalism, but there was
substantial variation within this broad project. Other terms used to refer to this group and sub-groups
within it include “revisionist”, “historical materialist”, “neo-Marxist” and “French Structuralist”.
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since they theoretically had no dependants. The family was meant to continue maintaining

itself in the “traditional way” by subsisting from the land. Labourers’ wages were therefore

never intended to cover more than their own basic needs (Wolpe 1972, Also see Filatova

1996: 10; Freund 1986: 134; Maylam 1990; Schmidt 1996: 152; and Sharp 1988b: 92) .

Neo-Marxist interpretations of racial policies as a “means to exploit” are now

increasingly seen to be simplistic, and there have been calls to take seriously other readings

of South Africa’s history. Various authors have cautioned “against the danger of overstating

the relationship between territorial segregation and the demands of organised business”

(Parnell and Mabin 1995: 48). Dubow argues that although class analysis helped to

“demystify the rise of Afrikaner nationalism”, it

has been interpreted in overtly instrumentalist and purposive terms. Christian-national
theory can only be fully understood within the terms of its own cognitive reality and by
reference to its internal logic. To this extent it contains a certain irreducible ideological
element that seems to defy interest-group or class analysis. (Dubow 1995: 248)

The unfortunate legacy of the radical approach has been the stigmatisation of any attempt to

interpret history in anything other than economic terms, such as cultural interpretations, or

interpretations of power or modernity. Such approaches are given the “liberal” label and

discarded as missing the real point. Consider, for example, Maylam’s response to

Swanson’s ideas of the Sanitation Syndrome (see p. 77, above).

Was urban segregation simply a matter of alleviating white panic, racist paranoia and
squeamishness? Or was the “sanitation syndrome” merely a pretext for segregation? More
probably the latter. It would be a mistake to view the “sanitation syndrome” as the major
imperative towards segregation. It is interesting that even Swanson himself stresses the
metaphorical significance of the syndrome, suggesting that “urban race relations came to
be widely conceived and dealt with in the imaginary of infection and epidemic disease”.
Material interests appear to have weighed more heavily in the drive to urban segregation.
This is not to say that urban policy was shaped according to capital’s dictates, or that the
local/central state was an instrument of capital. It is to say that urban segregation did serve,
at times, a variety of material interests. (Maylam 1995: 25)

By using the words “panic”, “paranoia” and “squeamishness” in this way, Maylam

trivialises these “cultural” interpretations of segregation. He implies that the sanitation

syndrome’s metaphorical status made it somehow less important than material realities. Yet,

it is difficult to see a purpose for asserting that any one interpretation, such as material

interests, is the primary and even exclusive explanation for apartheid. Radicals have

criticised liberals for missing the point in the narrowness of their focus, but their own

inflexibility has, in turn, been criticised for preventing them from realising a far more

holistic interpretation of apartheid. Rather than seeing interpretations as mutually exclusive,

there is a need to see them as complementary, as different parts of inter-related processes

(Magubane 1996: 334).
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The inability of white social scientists, whether of the left or right, to understand the full
impact of the history of slavery, colonialism and imperialism, especially how racism
cemented white colonial culture, is baffling. Since the era of slave trade, racism became
inherent in the capitalist societies. Though determined economically, it was defined
culturally. (Magubane 1996: 346)

Therefore some now recognise, and it is indeed the contention of this thesis, that there is a

need to unsettle the definitiveness of reductionist analyses by adding other possible

interpretations to them. Motivations for political projects such as apartheid are multi-

layered and complex, some of which are not neatly confined to the realm of reason and

tangible justifications such as economic privilege. The advent of multiple interpretations

should not be seen as a replacement of class analysis. Parnell comments that

[f]ar from displacing the now frayed materialist paradigm, post-modernist commitment to
embracing different realities, of reading cities themselves as texts, and of deconstructing
monolithic explanations of cities is reinforcing the trend towards multiple interpretations of
urban questions. (Parnell 1997: 894)

As this thesis will attempt to show, it is useful to acknowledge that irrational, visceral

factors such as revulsion, attraction, anxiety, fear, aesthetics and even “panic”, “paranoia”

and “squeamishness” are not subservient interpretations of the motivations for

segregationist ideologies, despite the fact that they seem intangible. As for the suggestion

that a focus on the cultural nature of apartheid misses its stark material “realities”, as if

culture were not real, and “metaphor” was less important, it is necessary to recognise that

addressing the non-material basis of apartheid opens up a variety of progressive

possibilities. Concern with race issues does not necessarily render one a moderate,

politically impotent liberal. Cultural foci do not depend on the necessary exclusion of

material explanations, but can rather complement them. It seems somewhat naïve, for

example, to put forward an analysis of the exploitative nature of apartheid without

explaining how black people were dehumanised to the extent that they were such an

unproblematic target for exploitation. Parry stated that

The development of segregationist mechanisms of control were more than merely a means
of ensuring the “super-exploitability” of Africans. They dealt with the core of the colonial
experience: the structuring of the relationship between black and white as well as between
master and servant. Consequently, to assign the responsibility for segregationist politics to
segments of the ruling class acting directly in pursuit of their material interests is to provide
only a partial explanation of an extremely complex phenomenon. (Parry 1983: 377)

Furthermore, racist and economic aims were not necessarily identical, as is clear from the

anxiety in the decades before and after the South African war over the necessity for black

labour (Magubane 1996). This anxiety revolved around the fact that the achievement of a

“white man’s” South Africa would never be possible as long as Europeans were dependent

on black labour.
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The framing of analysis, then, is important. The objective should not be an explicit

search for the reasons for segregation as such, which becomes embroiled in the confusions

of cause and effect. It is more appropriate, instead, to engage in an understanding of the

fluid and complex elements of white mind-sets in which racial frameworks were

constructed. Most Marxist writings are written on behalf of the victims of apartheid with a

powerful and sincere outrage expressed at the injustices of the system. In studying the

supposed beneficiaries of apartheid as opposed to its victims, as this research attempts to

do, there is no escaping the importance of a more integrated understanding of motivations

which move beyond the reductionistic judgement of whites as exploitative oppressors.

Beyond class analysis to a critique of apartheid as modernity

New post-Marxist literatures on white rule have been wide-ranging. 31 A growing theme has

been to emphasise the role of state and power in the history of South Africa (Crush 1992,

1994; Robinson 1990, 1996). For example, Robinson argues that

the genesis of segregation in South Africa in the context of efforts by a relatively weak
colonial state to impose its power is a contested and (for the authorities) largely unexplored
territory. The Location emerges as a particular territorial strategy to achieve racial
domination which has enhanced the power of the state in South Africa for over a century.
(Robinson 1994: 136)

Here, spatial arrangements are not simply the means to secure white material privilege,

although they are certainly that much, but also the means to achieving and enhancing white

state power as an end in itself . Locations were a way to control black people more easily

because, unlike the spontaneous, apparently uncontrollable and disorderly squatter

settlements, formal planned locations could be spaces through which white authorities could

regulate the urban presence of black people (See section 5.1 from p. 162 below). In another

study that also connects space and power, Crush (1994) uses Foucault’s analysis of

panoptical prisons and the carceral cities in which they were built, to expose the particular

spatial arrangement of mining compounds. As with Bentham’s idealised prison, the design

of the compound maximised the possibility of surveillance, and residents were potentially

under the watchful eyes of their authorities at all times. The form of housing for mine

                                                
31 Not dealt with here are the feminist responses to Marxism, although it is worth quoting de la Rey
(1997: 7): “I recall thinking in many a forum: why is it that when black women raise issues about race,
white women typically respond with the rejoinder “But what about class?” It became predictable. But
then in several black forums when gender was placed on the agenda, someone (often male) would also
ask “What about class?” In retrospect, these responses pointed to limitations in our theories. … We
cannot partial out gender from the rest of who we are – for we are simultaneously classed, raced and
gendered” (de la Rey 1997: 7).
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workers, then, was indicative of the careful management of urbanised black labourers

through a variety of techniques of power.

Aligned to this is other literature that has called for an examination on the influence of

modernity on the South African state (Parnell 1997, Parnell and Mabin 1995: 48, Robinson

1996). Thornton described apartheid as a kind of “rampant modernism”; a “special form of

modernism and ‘modernisation’” (1996: 136 and 139). Rather than being a divergent

anomaly within the context of Western history, apartheid shared many of the principles of

western modernity (Jones 1999: 581).32 These principles included such ideas as

the idea of progress and a belief in the power of rationality to overcome spatial chaos and
disorder; the notion that in order to bring into being a better world, control should be
exercised by the state and its agents at virtually every level of society; the suppression of
cultural and gender differences; and a belief in a homogenous public in whose interests the
planner is empowered to act. (Brooks and Harrison 1998: 93)

Therefore, although the form of modernity taken in South Africa was particular to this

country, its essence was not. Parnell and Mabin (1995) argue that we need to consider the

ways in which modernist approaches to planning helped shape South African cities.33

Modernist planning generally was characterised by a drive towards rational ordering, which

was intended to overcome problems created by a lack of planning for rapid urbanisation

such as health crises and housing shortages. Indeed, planners were calling for what have

now become associated with apartheid-style planning before the era of apartheid itself and

in other parts of the world. The arrangement and removal of people, zoning, segregation and

green belts are all features of international modernist planning which influenced South

African planners who were concerned to create planned, ordered urban cities. Given all

these urban commonalties, apartheid cities were not freakish, but were rather

“archetypically modern” (Robinson 1996: 3). Indeed, townships such as KwaMashu and

Umlazi, established in the 1950s, were planned according to British New Town planning

principles (Edwards 1994: 419).

The impact of modernity extended far deeper than fashions in town planning and it

arguably informed the very bases for identity formation amongst all South Africans, a

theme which this thesis explores throughout. Of particular usefulness here is the notion that

modernity was a drive to achieve “order” (Bauman 1991: 4). Modern society, through its

use of language, has attempted to see the world as ordered rather than random, and each

                                                
32 Jones wrote: “…it is also necessary to go beyond the perception of apartheid as somehow “unique” or
exceptional and to illustrate apartheid’s intimate connections to a wider set of ideas which concern
modernization and a reading of the globe as if ‘naturally’ based upon western experience and
ethnocentrism”. (1999: 581)
33 Brooks and Harrison (1998) add that cities were not the only areas to receive modernist attention, and
rural areas were also bound up in such forms of planning.
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event or object as part of a category. Language, for Bauman, “strives to sustain order and to

deny or suppress randomness and contingency” (1991: 1). Under modernity, order becomes

an obsession, an (impossible) artificial state to be achieved through “design and action”

(Bauman 1991: 6). Modernity attempts to achieve order through separation and

fragmentation, assigning all entities to categories so that each category has homogenous

rather than heterogeneous components. Bauman explains that

[m]uch of the social orgnization can be interpreted as sedimentation of the systematic effort
to reduce the frequency with which hermeneutical problems are encountered and to
mitigate the vexation such problems cause once faced. Probably the most common method
of achieving this is that of territorial and functional separation. (Bauman 1991: 56-7)

Identity construction by whites

This brings the discussion back to the theorisation of “Otherness” and the spatial

implications of Othering undertaken in Chapter 2. I agree with Norval that

any attempt to understand what is happening in SA today will have to take account of [the]
process of construction of identities, whether one wants to look at the politics of the
dominant bloc or that of the various radical opposition groupings. (Norval 1990: 139)

Thus the academic task of choosing between race and class becomes somewhat irrelevant

since the focus becomes an examination of the way people themselves make use of race,

class and other discourses in order to position themselves in society.

Having undertaken a review of white engagement with social difference in South

Africa in this chapter, it is clear that whites perceived social order through a process of

“othering”, in which the white population “defined its ‘other’ as the traditional and pre-

modern by presenting its own self-described but inadequately clarified ‘modern’ horizon as

the universal horizon for humanity” (Amato 1997: 75). Racial difference was conceived of

in vertical34 (asymmetrical) terms rather than horizontal (symmetrical) terms, with the effect

that whites were seen as superior and normal, while other racial groups were seen as

inferior and abnormal. The above overview of South Africa’s history of racial thinking has

shown that at various times and in diverse ways there were many bases for distinguishing

blacks from whites on the basis of black people’s supposed inadequacy. These distinctions

can be articulated as a series of dichotomies as displayed in Box 2, which represent a

repertoire of discourses which whites have developed at various historical intervals, each of

which adds another layer to the understanding of “us” (whites) as different to and better

than “the other” (non-whites).

                                                
34 The term “vertical” was even used by apartheid advocates of the 1930s, who wanted a vertical
separation of the races (Davenport and Saunders 2000: 373).
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Box 2: Binaries that have played a role in producing identities in South Africa

European African
White Black
Western Non-Western
Modern Traditional
First World Third World
Capitalist Communist
Private property Communal property
Nation Tribe
Civil Customary
Civilised Uncivilised, barbaric, savage
Advanced Backwards, primitive
Developed Undeveloped, under-developed, developing
Present, future Past
Progress Stagnant
Inventive Imitative
Mature, Adult Immature, Child
Rational Irrational
Culture Nature
Educated Uneducated
Intelligent Unintelligent
Open Closed
Scientific Superstitious
Ordered Chaotic
Christian Heathen, Pagan
Moral Immoral
Law-abiding Criminal
Clean Dirty
Restrained, self controlled Impulsive, undisciplined
Industry Agriculture
Productive Lazy
etc.

The this list does not present a symmetrical or neutral difference, since the first item in each

dichotomy is complementary while the second item is derogatory, negative, judgmental and

degrading. Through these judgements, whites are presented as normal by excluding and

rejecting other groups and their attributes, which are seen to be abnormal. Amato states that

“[t]hese dichotomies35 are normative and represent prejudgements implicit in the discourse

of western modernity which its confrontation with other cultures brings to the fore” (Amato

1997: 27, also see Wilton 1998: 174). White people’s sense of civilised normality is only

possible through the exclusion of that which is defined as abnormal. The markers of

difference are inherently judgemental, since they must pathologise and stigmatise36 the

                                                
35 Amato refers specifically here to the dichotomies relating to modernity – “open: closed”, “Rational:
traditional” and “modern: premodern”.
36 Mennell writes “This process of stigmatization is a very common element in domination within such
highly unequal power balances, and it is remarkable how across many varied cases the content of
stigmatization remains the same. The outsiders are always dirty, morally unreliable and lazy, among other
things. That was how the nineteenth century workers were frequently seen: they were often spoken of as
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Other in order to construct the Self as normal (Dubow 1995: 24). The Other is therefore

central to making “us” since knowing what “we” are about is primarily derived from

knowing what “we” are against. Indeed the left hand column of the list of dichotomies does

not need to be highlighted by those who wish to identify themselves with it. All they have

to do is express their outrage or disgust at the depravity, lazyness, backwardness, of another

group of people and their own moral integrity, hard working ethic, and advanced-ness is

implicit.

The variety of discourses in this list is important. For Pratt, the process of colonisation

was “semanticized in numerous ways that can be quite distinct, even mutually

contradictory” (1985: 122). She argues that there is therefore a need to “consider ideology

not only in terms of reductive simplification but also in terms of the proliferation of

meanings”. The above list, then, is useful for getting away from a blinkered obsession with

“racism” as the primary component of white perceptions of the world (and therefore “racist”

as the primary understanding of whiteness). Liberals have been determined to tackle the

“problem of racism” where the white belief that white people are superior to black people is

seen as an “irrational misconception”. This belief needs to be situated within a process

whereby colonisers and settlers of the region sought discursive mechanisms to understand

and manage what they saw as the threatening African environment they were attempting to

occupy. Non-Europeans were posited as lesser human beings in order to justify the

annexation of their land, the exploitation of their labour, and to inform the way whites

understood themselves and others. Race, then, was only one discursive mechanism among

many for achieving this. Stallybrass and White argue that elements on lists of binaries

distinguishing high from low, such as the above, can form “chains of associations … where

one ‘high’ value is associated with another ‘high’ value produced in a different discursive

domain and where this is then associated with others” (Pile 1996: 117). Through “sliding

signifiers” of metaphors, one expression can be displaced by another (Pile 1996: 180; also

see Gilman 1985: 205). For example, according to Fabian, industrialization, urbanization

are the “cousins” of civilisation, evolution, development, acculturation, modernization

while tribal, traditional, third world, are “euphemisms” for primitive, savage (Fabian 1983:

17-8). All denote “evolutionary time” and signify developmental separation between the

West and the rest.

Throughout this discussion I have been referring to the categories of “civilisation” and

“modernisation” which I believe summarise the above list more appropriately than the

category of race. Or rather, race is merely one way of invoking the distinctions between

                                                                                                                                              

the ‘Great unwashed’. That was, and is, how whites often perceive blacks”. (Mennell 1992). Also see
Goffman (1963). 
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civilised and uncivilised, modern and backwards. The discourses of civilisation, for me,

expose the core of the way whites see themselves, and for a definition I turn to Mennell’s

discussion of Norbert Elias37

To be civilized is to be polite and good mannered and considerate towards others; clean
and decent and hygienic in personal habits; humane and gentle and kind, restrained and
self-controlled and even-tempered; reluctant to use violence against others except in
exceptional circumstances. To be a civilized person is to have learned a great deal since
childhood; after all, infants cannot even control their anal sphincters, cannot even brook the
slightest delay in their feed without throwing a tearful tantrum. … Above all, though, to be
civilized is to live with others in an orderly, well organized, just, predictable and calculable
society. (Mennell 1992: 29)

As commendable as the achievement of “civilised qualities” may seem, the self-satisfied

use of the label, as in “we are a civilised nation”, is not simply an innocent reference to a

successful programme of self-improvement. First of all, from a non-essentialist standpoint,

it is necessary to question the definition of what it is to “be civilised”. When used in

everyday speech, it is treated as an objective category beyond social influence: one is either

civilised or one is not, and in being civilised one has found an objectively better way of

living one’s life. However, we must recognise that the qualities that make us civilised are

socially defined, and have changed according to each historical period. Each society selects

sometimes arbitrary behaviours as being characteristic of civilisation. For example, some

words become vulgar and others acceptable when they both refer to the same object

(Mennell 1992: 31). While hygiene appears to be the sensible motivation behind many

social rules, the construction of these conventions, in fact, pre-dated the awareness of

microbes and hazards to human health. In Elias’ study of manners, he determined that the

evolution of standards for social conduct was driven largely by growing anxieties

surrounding the way one is perceived especially by social superiors, rather than any

“rational” understanding of, for example, the health implications of certain behaviour

(Mennell 1992: 45). Teaching children standards of hygiene fell within the range of

teaching children standards of morality, both worked towards a “certain social standard”

(Mennell 1992: 45). In contemporary society, self-restraint with regard to these rules is

essentially automatic and “obvious” rather than consciously directed towards impressing the

upper class (Mennell 1992: 49).

                                                
37 I must once again stress that I do not presume these self perceptions are exclusive to white people.
Many other groups around the world aspire to this notion of civilisation, possibly more so on the grounds
that they have at various times been excluded from this category by those who presume to have a
monopoly on being civilised. 
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Second, not only are definitions of “civilised” constructed, but we must also recognise

that the use of the civilised label is always mindful of civilisation’s Other: barbarism,

savagery and the uncivilised. Visitors from the West

to what is now called Third World found much to shock them: from people failing to use
handkerchiefs or defecating under the public gaze, to cruelty to animals, public executions,
and manifold manifestations of arbitrary rule. To describe what they saw, they have often
used words like “squalor”, “coarseness” or “barbarism”; but forced to use a single word,
they would as likely as not reach for “uncivilized”. (Mennell 1992: 29)

White South Africans are in a similar position to these tourists described by Mennell, in that

the discursive resources they use and have available to use are generally related to a

distinction between “superior” and “inferior” on some basis or another which places

themselves in the superior category. Together, all these superior categories related to a

sense of being civilised and modern, having progressed to a much greater degree than those

relegated to inferior categories. For white South Africans, of course, uncivilised Others are

not voyeuristically experienced as temporary tourists, but are an ever-present threat, or an

“intimate enemy” (Werbner 1996: 20) that has to be controlled and managed. 38 This lead to

an ongoing debate about the potential to assimilate those defined as inferior.

3 . 7  C O N C L U S I O N :  AS S I M I L A T E  O R  SE G R E G A T E

Within the context of an identity framework which places whites as superior and blacks as

inferior, there have been two mainstream ideological standpoints held by white people on

whether black people should attempt to overcome what whites saw as their inferiority. The

first maintained that it is better for blacks not to attempt to become like whites, and racial

difference was seen as absolute and fixed. The second view argued that black people were

capable of overcoming their inferiority through civilisation, modernisation, education,

conversion and by abandoning their “traditional” ways. Dutch colonialism of the 1600s and

1700s, and the Boer states of the 1800s, were characterised primarily by the first approach

which emphasised the irredeemable heathenness of black people. British colonialism did

not contain the same level of consensus about the degree to which black people should be

helped along the path of civilisation. This position was taken up by missionaries and some

liberal politicians who felt that although blacks were inferior, they could improve, develop

                                                
38 Werbner writes that “Ogden, Geschiere and Fisiy, and Masquelier advance their arguments by tackling
the problem of the construction of the Other within the postcolony. From the politics of everyday life in
the city or the hinterland, each of them illuminates the internal identity degradation, the stigmatisation of
the intimate by the intimate. Not the distanced Othering of the Rest by the West: their accounts take us
well beyond mainstream postcolonial studies and the hegemonic, Eurocentric obsession with Orientalist
discourse. The “intimate enemy” is an intimate, in their ethnography”. (Werbner 1996: 20)
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and progress towards the high level of civilisation whites had attained. The introduction of

attempts to “civilise” black people led to opposing tensions, such as the “simultaneous

appearance of the sentiment to abolish slavery and the emergence of racialist ideology in

the form of social Darwinism” (Magubane 1996: 154). The liberal tendencies of British

colonialism were far from secure, and by the time of the 1910 Union, liberal

assimilationism had been comprehensively defeated by conservative segregationism. There

was a growing prevalence of writings, including scientific writings which “undermined any

belief in social progress and democracy” and denoted a “drastic swing toward harsher and

reactionary racial attitudes” (Magubane 1996: 207). Prevailing sentiment, championed by

the likes of Cecil Rhodes, had become impatient with “‘sentimental’ liberalism and

humanitariansm” (Porter 1968, cited in Magubane 1996: 122, also see Parry 1983).

As du Bois himself recognised, at the turn of the twentieth century, assimilation was the
last thing on the minds of most whites who had convinced themselves of their own natural
superiority. In other parts of the colonised world as well as South Africa, attempts to bring
the benefits of civilisation to the barbarians gave way to efforts to retain “the outward
structure of native life intact”. (Magubane 1996: 8 quoting du Bois)

For Magubane, the reason for this was that assimilation and the awarding of political rights

to non-Europeans had only been entertained during the first century of British imperialism

in South Africa while it had no economic consequences. With the advent of mining in the

last three decades of the 1800s, the quest for cheap labour saw the liberal voices diminished

and ultimately defeated.

To the Englishmen of the nineteenth century, liberalism had represented that combination
of the ideal and the profitable which is peculiarly English – while it stilled their
consciences, it stuffed their pockets. In South Africa, forced to make a choice between their
consciences and their pockets, they chose the latter. (Magubane 1996: 265)

As well as this materialist basis for segregation, there were also perceptions that the

emergence of an ambivalent detribalised, urbanised black population was a problem in

itself. The ambivalence of this group represented a disruption of the hierarchy that whites

had established with themselves at the civilised, modern pinnacle and others beneath. Black

intrusion into “white territory” – both metaphorically in terms of the black middle class’

adoption of Anglicised mannerism, speech, dress, and literally in terms of the intrusion into

cities – was alarming precisely because boundaries were no longer firm and it was no longer

possible for everyone to unambiguously “know their place” (either within the landscape or

within the hierarchy).

Moments when a socio-spatial order is challenged may bring with them a blurring of
boundaries. When this happens, dividing lines between self and other, inside and outside
become vulnerable, provoking anxiety and with it, a violent attempt at expulsion-abjection.
(Wilton 1998: 179)
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The response to this ambivalence was a drive to restore clear boundaries, to allocate all

people to a racial type and each type to a place. Twentieth century administration, then, saw

the creation of two levels of segregation. The first was the exclusion of surplus black people

from cities and attempts to concentrate these groups in reserves and, later, homelands.

Whites defined themselves as “natives” of South Africa, blacks as foreigners with

citizenships in homelands, and Indians as aliens to continue in South Africa on white

people’s terms. The second was the segregation of necessary black, Indian and coloured

groups within cities through the Group Areas Act and its antecedents.

Until the late 1970s, the state maintained that its primary objective was racial

segregation and the maintenance of hard boundaries. However, in its final decades, the

white hegemony’s crisis of legitimacy forced it to undertake an explicit search for

alternative signifiers for describing social diversity. Turning to the free market, a plethora of

developmental and economic distinctions between the first world, developed, educated

sections of the population and third world, undeveloped, uneducated sections emerged.

Forced to abandon racial discourse, whites had to concede that non-white “progress” out of

their backwards condition was possible, and that they no longer held a racial monopoly over

“being civilised”. Discourse switched from what Frankenberg calls “essentialist racism” to

“colour evasiveness” where the denial of the importance of race became an important

feature of discourse. Therefore, in the final decades of the century, the pendulum swung

back and assimilationism rather than segregationism, has become normative. However, this

does not amount to an abandonment of the distinction between an uncivilised mass and a

civilised elite. As Schutte explains

...moderates found blacks to be socially acceptable as long as they adhered to civilized
standards in their behaviour and lifestyle. The less civilized, according to this view, would
automatically and spontaneously distance themselves. This might be achieved through
class differentiation. The scheme of reasoning in this case was a social Darwinist kind
rather than a racist one. Assimilation of blacks would occur at the top end of society, and at
the bottom there would be poverty and ethnic differentiation. (Schutte 1995: 334)

Whereas in the past the distinction between acceptability (civilised) and unacceptability

(uncivilised) was locked into racial distinctions, new distinctions between these categories

were generated through a “proliferation of floating signifiers” (Norval 1990; 136). The

elements in the list summarised in Box 2 were cut loose from a strict racial framework and

now may or may not relate to race at all. Yet the previous construction of modernity and

civilisation as the preserve of whites (and their spaces) means that the intrusion of other

races into white territory generates a great deal of anxiety, as it did throughout the period of

white administration. The very basis of white identity as civilised and modern – as created

through spatial segregation – is, for some, under threat
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Spatial proximity weakens the social distance between self and other and challenges the
integrity of individual identity. What is normally projected beyond the ego can no longer
be completely distinguished from the self. Interestingly, if we read the unheimlich as
unhomely, what produces anxiety is an encounter in a place we think of as our own with
people who don’t appear to belong. Yet the reaction we experience is not just because
people are different and out-of-place. It derives from the fear that they might not be
different enough. (Wilton 1998: 178)

The strength of the construction of white identity as modern and civilised was derived from

the state’s ability to spatially exclude those who did not qualify. As the next three chapters

shall explore, post-apartheid urban desegregation has been a great source of anxiety.

Desegregation has meant the arrival in our midst of people who do not belong here

(Bauman 1991: 58). Through their presence they alter both the established sense of civilised

and modern space, and the associated identity which white people were able to derive from

these spaces.



4 

From Modern Business District to

Third World Marketplace: The

Changing CBD

Aesthetically, the city space is a spectacle in which amusement value overrides all
other considerations. ... Only in the well-administered and policed space can the
aesthetic enjoyment of the city take off. Only there can the spectators “be in control”
– in the aesthetic sense of the word. Aesthetic control is “the unclouded beauty, beauty
unspoiled by the fear of danger, guilty conscience or apprehension of shame”.
(Bauman 1993: 168-9)

Those still on the pavement are waiters and sellers at best, but more often dangerous
people : pure and simple: layabouts, beggars, homeless conscience-soilers, drug-
pushers, pickpockets, muggers, child molesters and rapists waiting for prey. To the
innocent who has to leave for a moment the wheeled-up security of cars, or those
others (still thinking of themselves as innocent) who cannot afford that security at all,
the street is more a jungle than a theatre. One goes there only if one must. A site
fraught with risks, not chances; not meant for the gentlemen of leisure, and certainly
not for the faint-hearted among them. The street is the wilderness “out there” from
which one hides, at home or inside the car, behind security locks and burglar alarms.
(Bauman 1993: 176)

Throughout the period during which Europeans have been present in South Africa, city

centres have been significant nodes of identity formation. Major metropolitan areas have

been centrally important to the way in which white people articulated and exercised their

particular version of racial, hierarchical identity. Cities provided the context for, and

enabled, “western”, “modern”, “first world”, “civilised” ways of life which most whites saw

as the paramount ideal for their society. In a continent seen to be the antithesis of all of

these things, whites saw cities as defensible islands of civility in a land of barbarism. It was

a social and geographical domain that they were not keen to share with others. They

claimed for themselves a monopoly on being civilised, and they accordingly monopolised

the “civilised” space of the country; i.e. cities. Segregationist ideology condemned the

backwardness of non-whites but saw it as their essence, an inherent deficiency that could

not be remedied. They could be true to their essence in their place, which was their rural
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homeland, and their backwardness would therefore not threaten the modernity of the cities.

The racial exclusivity of the “white” city was to enable the struggle towards civilised and

modern cities by attempting to weed out those unsanctioned elements that did not qualify.

In recent decades, a number of inversions have appeared that contest this sense of what

cities mean and are used for.1 By the 1980s, segregation had begun to break down and by

1986, influx control was abandoned in favour of attempts at “orderly urbanisation”

(Maylam 1990). The new political dispensation (post 1994) reaffirmed this recognition of

the permanence and legitimacy of urban black populations. Although many white people

continue to privately deplore certain activities and types of people, which would once have

been “removed” under apartheid, they find their ability to act against them increasingly

curtailed. Political rights have been conferred on those once treated socially as outsiders and

legally as foreigners in cities, and white people have had to accept them as equal citizens

which now form a politically dominant majority.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine white responses to the changing geography of

the Central Business Districts of South African cities brought about by the collapse of

influx control and the Group Areas Act. Historically the CBD, with its high-rise buildings,

modern transport systems, exclusive shops and upper-class clubs and restaurants, is

arguably the locale that epitomised, most vividly, white control and identity during

apartheid. Under democracy, however, the city has changed in a way which makes visible

white people’s growing impotence in cities and which threatens the modernity and

westernness supposedly attained under apartheid. During interviews respondents drew upon

recurrent themes including their decreased use of the CBD, crime in the CBD, the

increasing blackness of the CBD, and specific concerns addressed about street traders like

the illegitimacy of their trade, their “Africanness”, “third world-ness”, “filth” and issues of

control. The use of these discourses suggests ways in which the city and urban newcomers

are being viewed according to racial frameworks of understanding in that street traders and

other black newcomers are seen to downgrade and threaten the very modernity of the city.

This chapter will show how these understandings have, in turn, prompted changes in the

way white people use urban space.

                                                
1 Arguably the de-Africanised, modern, civilised city was an impossible task that was never achieved
fully, even during the heyday of apartheid (Kruger 1997: 565-6).
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Figure 8: The CBD of Durban

D
U

R
B

A
N

   
H

A
R

B
O

U
R

IN
D

IA
N

O
C

E
A

N

D
U

R
B

A
N

S
TA

TI
O

N

B
E

R
E

A
 R

D
S

T
A

T
IO

N

V
IC

T
O

R
IA

V
IC

T
O

R
IA

 E
M

B
A

N
K

M
E

N
T

POINT  ROAD

BRIC KHILL  ROAD

BRICKHILL  ROAD

MA RINE  PARADE

MA RINE  PARADE
SN ELL   PARAD E

BEREA  R
OAD

S
M

IT
H

  
S

T
R

E
E

T

W
E

S
T

  S
TR

E
E

T

CATO  STREET
STANGER  STREET

O
L

D
D

U
T

C
H

R
O

A
D

O
L

D
 F

O
R

T
  R

O
A

D
O

L
D

 F
O

R
T 

 R
O

A
D

WARWICK AVENUE

UM
GENI  R

OAD

S
O

L
D
IE

R
S

WAY

GARDINER

GREY  STREET GREY  STREE T BROA D  S TREE T

B E AC H  F R ON T

M OORE R
O AD

N
3

LE
O

P
O

LD
 S

T
R

E
E

T

P
IN

E
 S

T
R

E
E

T

C
O

M
M

E
R

C
IA

L 
S

T
R

E
E

T

RUS SELL  STREET

N.M.R. AVE NUE

ALIWAL STREET

M
U

SG
R

A
V

E

G
R

E
YV

IL
LE

R
A

C
E

 C
O

U
R

SE

GLENWOOD/
UMBILO

T
O

 W
E

ST
E

R
N

SU
B

U
R

B
S

TO NORTHERN
SUBURBS

A
LB

E
R

T
PA

R
KW

A
R

W
IC

K
A

V
E

 T
R

IA
N

G
L

E

P
R

E
V

IO
U

S
LY

 
N

O
N

-W
H

IT
E

 
B

U
SI

N
E

S
S 

D
IS

T
R

IC
T

P
R

E
V

IO
U

SL
Y

 W
H

IT
E

 
B

U
SI

N
E

S
S 

D
IS

T
R

IC
T

P
O

IN
T

A
R

E
A

P RINCE A LFRED  STREET

P
L

AY
-

H
O

U
S

E

C
IT

Y
-

H
A

L
L

E
A

R
LY

 
M

O
R

N
IN

G
 

M
A

R
K

E
T

E
M

B
A
N

K
M

E
N

T

N



Desegregating Minds, Chapter 4 115

4 . 1  D E S C R I P T I O N S  O F  T H E  C B D

Figure 8 depicts some of the key feature’s of Durban’s Central Business District that will be

referred to in this chapter. The phrase “Central Business District” is used here in its popular

sense as understood by many South Africans to refer to the “city centre”. In its narrow

definition referring to Durban, the CBD would refer to the “downtown” sky-scraper

business zone Smith Street bordered by Victoria Embankment, Commercial Street, Prince

Alfred and Russell, in other words, the districts designated for white business use under

apartheid. However, most people use the phrase “CBD” with city centre or “town” and

would therefore include areas from Warwick Road to the Beachfront and from Old Fort

Road (extending up Umgeni Road) to the Victoria Embankment.

The first part of this chapter outlines three broad descriptions of the status of the city

centre that emerge from the primary material. The first is that many whites feel that they use

the CBD less than they did in the past. These accounts are imbued with a sense that the

CBD itself has declined. The second is a corollary of the first, which is that the city is seen

to have “gone black”. The third is that the city has become infested with crime, a factor

often cited as the primary cause of the decreasing use of the CBD by whites. Thereafter, the

second part of the chapter will examine in more detail white people’s descriptions of one of

the more visible and provocative black presences in the city, namely street traders.

Aah, but Durban was beautiful - many, many years ago

It used to be such a pleasure and an excitement to spend a day in the city. Then the street
traders descended on the CBD and with them came crime and grime, thus spoiling the
magic and we all lost. (Knowler in a letter to the editor of the Daily News 1998)2

Pauline:3 ... if you knew Durban 30 years ago, West Street probably was the cleanest street
you’ve ever seen. The water carts used to wash the pavements every time, the shops –
beautiful shops we used to have. But they all got out of the centre of town. They’re all in
the shopping centres now, and that’s where we go. We don’t go to the centre of town –
ever. 34.167

As Pauline demonstrates, the CBD as it was under apartheid is generally remembered

fondly by whites. Elderly participants in particular remember the centre of town

nostalgically and suggest a sense of loss when contrasting it with the present. Old Durban is

also represented in a nostalgic way in the local press. One Berea Mail article was based on

                                                
2 “Street Traders Have Ruined our City” Daily News. Letters. 13 April 1998 (K. J. Knowler)
3 Pauline: Female, 70, English, Born in SA - Pmb, Married (to Malcolm), Retired, Interview 34 - Aug 97.
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an old souvenir book of Durban sent to the newspaper by a former Durban journalist now

living in Australia. The first line of the article reads “Aah, but Durban was beautiful - many,

many years ago”.4 The article proceeds with warm descriptions of photographs with “spires

and domes on the skyline, and architecture with character” and a “tranquil scene with a

pavilion type building”. Yet, as with Pauline above, its nostalgic focus on the former beauty

of Durban does not acknowledge the exclusivity of the city’s splendour, and the price borne

by the majority of the population to achieve it. As Tomlinson suggests for Johannesburg,

“[t]he orderly, well-managed Johannesburg that many mourn was premised on apartheid

and exclusion.’5 While the text of the Berea Mail article does not deal with the racial history

of Durban, this history is inadvertently displayed in some of the photographs reproduced

from the guide. One shows black rickshaw pullers in the foreground, and another shows a

team of black roadworkers with a caption stating “One thing that hasn’t changed over the

years is the gang of road workers!” presumably referring to the inconvenience of roadworks

to road users.

While we should not necessarily be surprised by older, and indeed younger, people

lamenting the demise of the “good old days”, reminiscences of this sort do serve to allude to

a sense of change from a time when the city centre served white interests more clearly.

Under apartheid, many white people had numerous connections with the CBD, which was

the principal location of people’s places of employment in a wide range of occupations,

especially those in the tertiary sector.6 Streams of white people commuted daily by car, both

from far away suburbs and particularly from nearby white residential areas such as the

greater Berea ridge. The CBD was also the location of key shops, ranging from cheaper

retailers to more expensive ones, such as Ansties, Payne Brothers, Stuttafords, John Orrs,

Randles Jewellers (all cited at various times in interviews), as well as medical services and

public facilities such as banking and libraries. Finally, the CBD was an important

recreational site for whites since it contained restaurants, the playhouse, cinemas, and “the

Durban Club” – a colonial style club for the city’s elite. A short distance to the east of the

CBD runs the beachfront with a hotel strip – facilities exclusively available to whites under

apartheid.

The importance of the CBD in white people’s lives is seen, however, to be decreasing,

as the following extracts demonstrate:

Richard: ... do you work in town? 57.82

                                                
4 “Aah, but it was beautiful...” Berea Mail. 3 Family 1995, p. 6-7 (James Byrom)
5 “Jo’burg’s dynamo will hum in 2010” Weekly Mail and Guardian. 26 June 1998 (Richard Tomlinson)
6 Of course, it was also the site of “non-white” employment, but that was likely to be less skilled and
workers were only there with the permission of white authorities.
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James:7 I work in town, I work, not in the CBD any longer {ja}. I moved out of the CBD
I’m next to Kensington in Westridge. 57.83

Richard: Do you go into the CBD a lot? 57.84

James: Very infrequently. There’s nothing that really draws me to the CBD, you know
banking – don’t have to go to the bank any more to do the banking, um I have to collect a
cheque book so that’s about all. Um the accountants have all moved out 57.85

Mel:8 Even the restaurants, we don’t even go to restaurants in town any more. 57.86

James: Restaurants have virtually all [moved] closer to here now 57.87

----

Irene:9 I try not to go into the city because it’s been very fortunate that they’ve relocated a
lot of their er um er [shopping] complexes. You know I mean there’s Musgrave Centre
{ja} – and it really houses just about everything you require there {ja} – and there’s
Windermere too, that side, and then there’s Berea Centre to that side, so there really no
need for me to go into the city itself {no}, and I think that’s what’s happened to a lot of
people. Instead of worrying, because I mean there were such terrible parking problems at
one time, that er people try to steer clear of the city all-together {mm}. And maybe things
are better now, there are far more parking garages, and probably more control now as
well, you know {ja}. ... 35.54

----

Richard: There’s a lot of business moving out [of the CBD] 31.87

Lindsay:10 Ja, well the town, change there of course it’s gone tatty 31.88

Richard: You think it’s got a lot tattier? 31.89

Lindsay: Well the whole thing is er the shopping centres are to blame for this, they’ve
taken all the businesses out of town. Whereas before you had masses of lovely shops in
town now there’s nothing. 31.90

In these extracts, participants indicate that the reasons that once existed for them to

frequent the CBD are no longer present or as important. James says that nothing “draws”

him to the CBD, particularly given the fact that his employment is no longer located there

(57.85). Irene’s explanation indicates a largely convenience-related transfer of her shopping

(35.54). She did not identify any strong repulsion from the centre of town other than poor

parking, but finds it more convenient to have everything housed in a single nearby mall. On

the other hand, Lindsay’s comments (31.90) do allude to repulsion from town because it has

“gone tatty”. She explains this by the trend of shops moving out of the CBD. For her, one of

old Durban’s good aspects was that there were “masses of lovely shops” but now that they

have relocated “there’s nothing”.

Lindsay may feel that there’s “nothing” in the way of lovely shops, but in fact there is

far from nothing in the way of retail activity. A Mail and Guardian article cites a Colliers

RMS property consultants report:

                                                
7 James: Male, ± 60, English, Born SA - Dbn, Married (to Mel), Banking, Interview 57 - Oct 97.
8 Mel: Female, ± 60, English, Born SA, Married (to James), Housewife, Interview 57 - Oct 97.
9 Irene: Female, 67, Afrikaans, Born in SA - Krugersdorp, Retired, Interview 35 - Aug 97.
10 Lindsay:  Female, 74, English, Born in SA - Vryheid, Widow, Retired, Interview 31 - Aug 97.
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The CBDs, contrary to popular myth, continue to attract retail tenants, though the nature
of these tenants is different to those of a few years ago, with today’s emphasis being on
stores offering credit, service businesses, fast-food and discount operators.

Prime retail locations in Johannesburg, Durban and Cape Town CBD’s are fully let with
strong demand exceeding available space. This is only true, however, of prime retail
locations and stores that are off-prime either do not let or let at substantially discounted
rentals, with the differential between prime and off-prime being as much as 50% to 70%.11

While there clearly are difficulties with off-prime retail space, it does seem that the

perception of a retail vacuum in the city centres is a response not to empty stores, but to the

change in use of the retail space. The CBD no longer caters for the middle to upper class

(primarily white) clientele that the “lovely shops” once did. The change from “exclusive”

up market retail to mass retail is illustrated by newspaper articles. Of Johannesburg, Keith

Beavon, a geographer, comments “Where you once bought Chanel you now bought

vegetables and mass-manufactured clothing. Johannesburg become the service centre for

the inner-city population and for Soweto … The high-price goods moved to the new

shopping malls in the suburbs”.12 A shop owner in Johannesburg said “My turn-over has

dropped by 50% since the beginning of the year. I used to sell designer labels a few years

back, but now people refuse to pay more than they do for the knock offs available on the

streets”.13

Up-market retail has now largely shifted to suburban malls, a process that is possibly

best illustrated by the relocation of Stuttafords, a favourite home-ware and fashion

department store, to the revamped “Musgrave Centre” in the heart of the Berea in the mid-

1990s. Other malls on the Berea Ridge include “Overport City”, “Windermere Centre”,

“Berea Centre” and “Davenport Centre” (see Figure 6, p. 20), and further a field there is

“The Pavilion” in Westville, “Sanlam Centre” in Pinetown, “La Lucia Mall” in Durban

North, all of which offer alternatives to what was once exclusively found in the CBD. In

September 2001, the Gateway Shopping and Entertainment centre, “largest complex of its

kind in the southern hemisphere” opened in Umhlanga, an up market residential area north

of Durban.14 Most contain at least one major supermarket, along with a range of smaller

shops specialising in stationary, jewellery, music and clothing and most also contain cinema

complexes and restaurants, thereby acting as important places for recreation.

Along with shifting consumer activities, the geography of employment activities is also

changing. Reports of soaring office vacancy rates in the CBDs suggest a migration of

                                                
11 “Property in the doldrums” Weekly Mail and Guardian. 9 April 1998
12 “Future of downtown Johannesburg is out of step with the past” The Sunday Independent . 17 August
1997, p. 15
13 “Taking it to the streets” The Independent on Saturday. 11 July 1998, p. 7 (Shalo Mbatha)
14 “Supermall for KwaZulu-Natal City Press 21 February 1999, p. 7.
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office-based businesses from the town centres and is reflected in the slowing down of

growth in office space. There has been a relocation of many office-based occupations to

surrounding areas. Many houses in the Berea area have been converted, often illegally, to

businesses, much to the annoyance of many residents.15 Further, purpose-built office

buildings and office parks are being established in the Berea, Westville, Umhlanga and

other former white areas. One survey cited crime, protest marches, street traders, poor

cleanliness and poor difficulties as “push” factors while reduced traffic congestion, easy

access and “a more pleasing environment” were attractions of the suburbs.16 The same

report noted that 36 % of 41 CBD businesses said they that would stay in the CBD if there

were improvements, while 23 % were moving regardless. Half the respondents were

considering a move. Various newspaper reports indicated concern over office vacancy, but

some suggested the problem was not as bad as others presume. The Mail and Guardian

supplied specific rates of occupancy:

Office-rental growth, according to Rode, is slowing down. The Johannesburg CBD is
“showing a negative real growth of 32%, with the Sandton CBD slipping to record a scant
0.3% real increase in office rentals over the same period a year ago. The Pretoria market is
performing the best, with 15,6% real growth last year, Durban is showing a growth rate of
2.6% and Cape Town 8%”.17

In a study conducted in May 1997, vacancy rates are placed at 7.2% for Cape Town, 18.2%

for Johannesburg and 14.2% for Durban. The article quotes a property economist as saying

that despite South Africans’ sensitivity to office rates, they are in line with average

European city centres which are 12 to 15% vacant.18 More recent data suggests that the

vacancy of A-grade office space actually declined from 15.8% to 7.2% between 1998 to

1999, while B-grade office space increased from 13.4% to 22.6%.19

The location of recreational activities has also altered (Durrheim and Dixon 2001). The

years after the deracialization of Durban’s beaches has been dramatic short-term influxes of

black people, particularly over holidays like New Year’s day. White domestic holiday

makers, especially from Gauteng Province, who used to use Durban for their holidays are

                                                
15 According to town planning regulations, most parts of the Berea are “zoned” as residential land use and
may only be used for businesses if they are still used for residential purposes. Despite this, many parts of
the Berea are experiencing the conversion from residential to commercial land use. Both the Berea
Residents Association chair Adrian van Schaik and the Greyville Village chair Charlotte Mbali expressed
frustration about the encroachment of businesses into their areas in interviews (17 and 21 September 1996
respectively). The issue was also discussed in the article: “Lowe calls for town planning action plan”
Berea Mail. 21 March 1997, p. 1 (Vanessa Watson)
16 “To move, or not to move?” Berea Mail. 13 December 1996, p. 1 (Vanessa Watson) citing a Davies
Bristow and Associates report.
17 “Property in the doldrums” Weekly Mail and Guardian. 9 April 1998
18 “A tale of three cities and how they are battling their crime and grime” The Sunday Independent. 17
August 1997, p. 15
19 “Fighting crime and grime in Durban’s CBD” The Mercury . 27 November 2000, p. 9, (Claire Gatonby)
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now switching to small resorts along the KwaZulu-Natal coast and are increasingly going to

Cape Town instead. Local residents wanting day trips to the beach have been making more

use of the beaches north and south of Durban, often at exclusive residential areas like

Umhlanga. This results in yet further migration of buying power and the retain outlets that

target them:

Of course the shops are moving away, it’s not just crime, the people who are able to spend
money prefer to do so in a more pleasant environment such as Scottburough or Umhlanga,
they do not need the beggars and hawkers, loud music, muggings and filthy beaches of
Durban.20

Overall, then, the occupations, shops, services and recreational facilities that once

attracted whites to the city are increasingly relocating to the suburbs, areas previously zoned

“white” such as the Durban North, Umhlanga Rocks, Berea, Westville, Pinetown, Kloof,

Waterfall and Hillcrest (See Figure 5 on p. 18). The role of the white public in this process

is that they are restructuring their lives to make use of the closer facilities and avoid the

CBD. I asked one participant whether most of his appointments were on the Berea, and he

replied simply “You can make them so” (Kevin 33.186).21 A number of participants

indicated that they try to avoid the CBD and make use of facilities closer to, or in, their

residential area. “The public”, therefore, are actively choosing to avoid the CBD and find it

“very fortunate” that those requirements are being met elsewhere (Irene 35.54).

Of course it is possible to suggest that the decentralisation of activities from the CBDs

of South Africa is a variant of processes occurring elsewhere in the world (Crankshaw and

White 1995: 622). As Tomlinson points out, “the exodus [of businesses] from the inner city

was occurring at scale before it began to change [racially integrate]; it was prompted by the

desire for prestige, low-rise space in a garden environment.”22 A representative of the

Durban Chamber of Commerce and Industry suggested that businesses were moving “out of

the rush of city life”, and “towards their target markets in the suburbs”.23 Shopping malls,

after all, had begun emerging well before the 1990 transition and subsequent urban

integration, and many were built in the 1980s and earlier. This process of restructuring

places in context Lindsay’s comments (31.90), in which she felt the decline of the centre is

part of the decentralisation of shopping outlets to out of town malls and not necessarily the

arrival of larger numbers of black people in the city.

                                                
20 “Do we need another revamp?” Berea Mail. 29 March 1996, p. 18 (Letters: Mrs S. A. Stevens)
21 As was explained in the methodology section, each quote from interviews has a “tag” which indicates
the interview number followed by the paragraph number of the transcript for that interview.
22 Tomlinson, Richard “Jo’burg’s dynamo will hum in 2010” Weekly Mail and Guardian. 26 June 1998
23 “Great trek!” Berea Mail. 19 July 1996. p. 1 (Paul, Lisa-Jane)
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Yet, the decision by businesses to relocate is often linked directly to aspects of urban

change seen as resulting from the political transformation in South Africa (i.e. the influx of

black people and the desegregation of urban areas). Consider the article reproduced in Box

3, below , which stresses crime rates and filth as the cause of the departure of businesses.

The article goes on to list protest marches, street traders, and minibus taxis as factors which

offend “traditional shoppers”, a thinly disguised euphemism for shoppers who are certainly

affluent, and probably white.

Box 3: “Great trek! Lisa-Jane Paul Reports...” Berea Mail. 19 July 1996. p. 1

BUSINESSES in Durban’s CBD are moving out to the
suburbs because of the high crime rate and problems
from street traders.

According to the chairman of Business Watch, Mr
Tony Ansell, businesses can’t operate effectively
because of the increasing crime and the unacceptable
high level of filth, lack of cleanliness and lack of control
of the informal traders in the city.

“Crime plays a major role in the decentralisation of
business. There is only low level visible policing, so
customers don’t feel safe coming to town any more
because of the pickpocketing, and chain and bag
snatching,” Mr Ansell said.

He said the protest marches also played a huge role
in the disruption of business in the CBD.

“On the days of the marches, there is no business at
all as customers shop at alternative, safer places.
Businesses have to move where the customers are, as the
marches play a devastating role in shopping trends,” he
said.

He said the minibus taxi’s were also causing
problems for businesses.

“The taxi’s are flaunting the law. They double park
all over and make such a noise. This is offensive to a lot
of traditional shoppers.,” he explained.

Mr Ansell named 38 businesses in the CBD,
including jewellery stores, clothing shops, book stores
and specialist stores, that have moved since November
last year.

In addition, he said the previously formal businesses
were being replaced by semi-formal businesses that were
not in a position to be accountable to either the local,
provisional or state offices regarding the collection of
income tax, VAT and rates.

“Hence, they are leaving a money void which cannot
be filled, unless the rates and taxes of the remaining
businesses are raised,” Mr Ansell said.

According to the owner of a CBD tobacconist
business that is moving out at the end of the month,
around 50 % of his customers have been mugged or
pickpocketed in town.

He said a customer recently had her chain snatched
inside the shop while she was paying for a magazine.

“Then there is also the vendor situation in town.
They sell the same things as you do, except they are
cheaper, and they make a huge mess,” he said.

He says his business had been inundated with
beggars and potential shoplifters, but too many staff were
needed to watch for shoplifting and theft.

“It’s a pity we have to move, as we’ve been here
since 1904 and everyone knows us here, but we can’t
make a living out of the customers in town any more,” he
said.

Mr Fred Barry, portfolio manager for the Durban
Chamber of Commerce and Industry, said the chamber
acknowledged the fact that businesses were moving out
of central Durban.

“The business want to move out of the rush of city
life, although crime certainly has been cited as a reason
for moving. But the crime situation at the major
shopping centres is either almost as bad or worse than
that in the city centre,” he said.

Mr Barry said shoppers did feel safer purchasing in
the suburbs, and the increasing numbers of protest
marchers kept shoppers away from the CBD.

“But the companies could also be moving towards
their target markets in the suburbs,” he said.

I would suggest that the decline of the way many white people value the CBD is a

result of both broader economic structuring and the dislike many have for changes that have

resulted from political transition, which has reproduced the CBD as deteriorated, both

actually and metaphorically. The Mercury stated that “[b]usinessmen and consumers have

long complained about the steady degradation and deterioration of the CBD, once the
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bustling hub of down-town Durban”.24 The perceived decline of the CBD is portrayed with

explicit metaphors, referring to the CBD as “dead” or “dying” or being “killed” or at the

very least, in a state of “rot” or “inner city decay”.25 Sometimes, the “cause of death” is

named, such as a newspaper headline which reads “Crime could ‘kill’ Durban”,26 or a letter

to the editor which begins “Street traders are ‘death’ to properties ...”27 and an article which

quotes an National Party spokesman as saying street traders have “contributed to the death

of the CBD”.28 Note the mournful tone in this interview extract:

Mel:29 ... I was just saying it’s sad the CBD has died because of the crime rate and the
blacks and everything. But James said “we believe that there’s a need to put the, to bring
people back”. But I don’t know how that will work. 57.92

It is quite clear that Mel’s understanding of the “death” of the CBD is explicitly racialised,

with the arrival of blacks being a key cause. Furthermore, the statement that there is a need

to “bring people back” is at odds with the reality that there have never been more people in

the CBD. The majority of these current occupants are, however, black and they do not seem

to qualify as “people” for the speaker, or at least are people who do not count. Another

resident wrote a letter to the Berea Mail outlining a more comprehensive set of fatal

ailments afflicting the CBD:

It is not only the beachfront that is killing Durban, the whole place is dirty and unpleasant,
inadequate toilet facilities, lack of signage, too many hawkers on the pavements making a
shopping trip unpleasant, too many beggars and muggers, and only adequate control will
change that. ... I suggest that our city fathers wake up, leave your car at home and take a
walk around the city and the beachfront, we cannot change the people, but we can control
the behaviour.30

In these accounts, the speakers do not focus on the possibility that decentralisation – what

they know as the “death of the CBD” – would have happened anyway as part of global

urban trends, and they attribute it to the freedoms brought by democracy. As the following

descriptions of the CBD and street traders used by many of the participants show, perceived

                                                
24 “Manager to clean up Durban’s DBD” by Patrick Leeman Mercury. 9 September 1996, p. 1. The
Perception of this trend is present in other cities too. One article asks “So what happened to Johannesburg
to transform it from the glamorous and glitzy metropolis that it once was to the city of crime and grime?”
(“Future of downtown Johannesburg is out of step with the past” The Sunday Independent. 17 August
1997, p.15)
25 “Eye in the sky” Berea Mail. 25 October 1996, p. 1, quoting an interum report on on crime control,
“Tackling Durban’s Grime and Crime” Daily News. 4 October 1999, p. 8 (editorial), “Save Our CBD:
Ban Vendors” Sunday Tribune. Letters. 2 November 1997; “Pavement Traders to Blame for the Demise
of the CBD” Daily News. Letters. 22 May 1998 (N. Christeusen)
26 “Crime could ‘kill’ Durban” Berea Mail. 1 December 1995, p. 2 (inverted commas in original)
27 “The Menace of Street Traders” Berea Mail. Letters. 24 May 1996, p. 8 (inverted commas in original)
28 “NP calls for zero-tolerance policing” Berea Mail. 1 August 1997, p. 1 (McLeod, Laura)
29 Mel: Female, ± 60, English, Born SA, Married (to James), Housewife, Interview 57 - Oct 97.
30 “Do we need another revamp?” Berea Mail. 29 March 1996, p. 18 (Letters - Mrs SA Stevens)
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urban decline is often linked to the invocation of the perceived negative aspects of a greater

black presence in the CBD.

The CBD has “gone black”

The second key description sometimes made of the city follows on from the idea that whites

have withdrawn or lost control of the centre; which is that the city has “gone black”. For

some participants, there is a clear relationship between the two. Marie describes the

“absolute chaos” of the city and her attempts to avoid it as directly related to the sense that

the city has “gone black”:

Marie:31 .... Then also of course, in the centre of the city is absolute total chaos. I never go
to the city if I can help it. 15.69 …

Richard: What don’t you like about the centre now? 15.72

Marie: Oh, all those traders on the pavement, and it’s just pitch black wherever you look,
you know. 15.73

Richard: Where would; what would you prefer seen done with the traders? 15.74

Marie: I don’t know, its a big problem because I mean they’ve got to make a living {ja}, er
but if they were a bit more tidy for number one, then it would make a big difference. 15.75

Richard: Is there anything else about the CBD that’s changed that er 15.76

Marie: I hardly ever go there. Unless I have to, I don’t go there. You know we’ve got
Musgrave centre just around the corner here, so I do my shopping there or I go to Durban
North or something, but I don’t go into town. 15.77

It would be a mistake, however, to assume that there is always an easy causality between

retreat from the city by whites and the arrival of blacks. While the argument that the

increase in blacks has resulted in the decrease of whites in the city and its degradation is

indeed present in some people’s accounts (e.g. Marie), others, such as Malcolm, alluded to

this change in the city as a simple “fact” of the political transition:.

Richard: ... what are the big changes that you’ve noticed [in the city]? 34.128

Malcolm:32 Well the obvious big thing is the city’s gone black {right}, the central
[business district] 34.129

Later:
Richard:...Um you said one of the big changes to the city was that it had essentially gone

black, do you mean street traders? 34.160

Malcolm: Well street traders, just normal shoppers, general movement. You very seldom
see a white face down there {ja}. In the old days it was the opposite way. You know you
used to have your Grey Street area and particular areas, but now it’s general, all over. ...
34.161

The sense that the city has “gone black” expressed in some interviews is significant not only

as an observation of changing racial make up, but also as an altered sense of space and

territory. Under apartheid, the CBD was zoned for white use, aside from contained areas of

“non-white” occupancy and trade, such as the Grey Street area (see Figure 8 on page 114).

                                                
31 Marie: Female, 67, Afrikaans, Born in SA - Cape, Widow, Retired, Interview 15 - Sep 96.
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The CBD was central to many white people’s daily routines as well as a site striving

towards the civilisation and western modernity that whites held dear. There were many

senses in which whites felt that the CBD was very much “our” space. To state, therefore,

that the city has “gone black” is to allude to a time when it was once white and

acknowledges that such a time is now over. The CBD is now seen to be at best a shared

space and, at worst, a space from which whites are displaced or excluded because it has

been comprehensively taken over. One participant explained how entering the now “black”

city made her feel:

Richard: [How do the apartheid government and the present government differ]? 5.103

Jenny:33 I still think that um, you see we were sort of um, everything was rigidly
controlled, the black man you never saw, um, and it was that sense of, that the white man
was there and where was the black man I mean you went to the beach you never saw a
black man. English friends used to come out and say “where are all the blacks?” you
know, “why aren’t they swimming?” Ooo no they were in another area they weren’t to be
seen, but NOW the big turn-around is that there are all the blacks and you’re lucky if you
see a white face, particularly if you walk down West Street on a Friday afternoon
(laughs), and they, they’re quite amazing, there’s not a white face to be seen 5.104

Richard: … Does that sort of make you feel um, would you like to see more white faces,
for example, does it … make you feel¬ 5.104

Jenny: Well I just walked, um this was some months ago … I had to go and fetch
something, was this time last year I suppose, and I walked along and I just put my head
down and walked, got pushed this way and that, but I didn’t, I didn’t feel frightened, I
didn’t feel threatened, um (pause) I felt ooo (pause) different, I can’t say I, I can’t say I
liked it because I mean there were so many, but I accepted it [?] I just thought well that’s
a day not to go to town, and to avoid it. 5.106

Here Jenny’s reflection on the way she felt being outnumbered by blacks in the city seems

to be a guarded expression of discomfort. She describes herself as having felt “different”,

but it is not clear whether she felt different from previous trips into the city during which

she did not feel outnumbered in this way or whether she simply felt different from the black

people around her. She chooses to describe herself having felt “different” while eliminating

the possibilities of having felt frightened or threatened, yet she goes on to express a clear

sense of uncertainty and dislike about the sheer mass of black people. Her discomfort

reflects a sense that she did not feel a part of, or welcome in, the general pedestrian activity.

She felt out of place and would rather have been elsewhere.

The discomfort caused by the numbers of people was referred to in other interviews.

For example, Martin stated.

Martin:34 Well the city is a place that I don’t frequent um I suppose [?] The city tends to
be overcrowded. I like the freedom of being where I am … to walk out onto the pavement
and to walk freely you know. It’s not that I’m objecting to the people over there it’s just
that er I don’t like the {mm} the multitude of people, because one has to force one’s way

                                                                                                                                              
32 Malcolm: Male, 68, English, Born in SA - Dbn, Married (to Pauline), Retired, Interview 34 - Aug 97.
33 Jenny: Female, ±70, English, Born SA, Married, Housewife, Interview 5 - Aug 96.
34 Martin: Male, 66, English, Born in SA - Cape Town, Divorced, Interview 39 - Sept 97.
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through and er I suppose the bad manners of the people you know I remember a time
when people would um give way to you and you would give way to them as you had
utilise the space available but today er it’s a question of I’m standing here and you make
them move {ja}. That’s an attitude that er keeps me away from there 39.34

The politeness of urban behaviour in the past has, for Martin, disappeared with the arrival of

new kinds of people in their “multitudes”. These and other similar accounts expose an

unambiguously racial dimension to perceived urban change. They are linked to the spatial

imagination of the Group Areas Act, and responses to its demise. Where it was once very

much “ours” under apartheid it is increasingly “theirs” since democracy. The discussion

below outlines some of the specific forms in which it has manifested itself, primarily using

the examples of street traders, and addresses some of the perceived implications of this

transition, such as the perception and reality that the city has become unsafe.35

Crime in the CBD

The third description I wish to discuss is the way in which the CBD is characterised as

having high levels of crime. Certain parts of the city such as Grey Street and the beachfront

are sometimes cited as particular crime “hotspots”.36 Some people might be said, therefore,

to make use of a “crime gradient”, through which they see crime as more frequent in some

areas than in others.37 However, despite this expected pattern, crime is not limited to those

areas presumed to be hotspots, so that when it does occur outside the supposedly more

dangerous areas, it is received with enhanced shock. A Berea Mail article quotes one

person’s surprise when she and a guest from abroad were attacked in Musgrave Centre (a

shopping mall on the Berea) when using a bank machine:

                                                
35 The sense of the city as “our space” is further weakened by proposed changes of street names and even
names of whole cities. Berg and Kearns (1996) argued that the ability to name a landscape is a
fundamental power of colonialism in its ability to claim it as the coloniser’s space. The proposed name
changes of streets, suburbs and whole towns represents an end to the “cultural and linguistic process of
appropriation and suppression” (Crush 1992: 15); that flag-in-the-ground identifying the city as “our
city”.
36 For example, the opening sentence of one article reads: “SEVERAL organisations will join forces to
ensure and safe and pleasant festive season on Durban’s crime hotspot - the beachfront”. (“Durban
Preparing for the Holidays” Berea Mail. 29 November 1996, p. 1 (Lisa-Jane Paul))
37 Crime is specifically associated with specific groups such as street traders who, if not actual criminals
themselves, make it easy for “thieves and muggers” to “mingle unnoticed” amongst them (“Pavement
Trading Causing Ruin” The Mercury. Letters. 14 May 1997 (C. L. D. Richardson)). Christeusen argued
that “Pedestrians who were caught up in the congestion (around traders) become easy targets for
pickpockets, etc”. (“Pavement Traders to Blame for Demise of the CBD” Daily News. 22 May 1998.
Letters (N Christeusen)). However, one letter to the editor acknowledged street traders for helping protect
a car from thieves (“Street Hawkers Put Thief to Flight” Mercury. 29 May 1998. Letters.)
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“if you take a tourist to Grey Street, you can expect a bit of trouble. If you take a tourist to
the Musgrave Centre, you don’t expect to get robbed, so I phoned the centre and asked for
a security guard to be put around the ATMs in the centre,” Mrs Caine said.38

Crime and the threat of crime is seen as in-place in Grey Street and out of place in

Musgrave centre, and the experience of crime in the latter is met with demands for

measures to prevent it. The perception is of places where crime is natural, usual and

inevitable, and places where the occurrence of crime is somehow unusual, surprising and

intolerable. Shortly, I will examine whether this perceived inevitability of crime in the city

is linked to the previous general observation that the “town has gone black”. First, however,

it is worth elaborating the impact of the perceived increase in crime on white behaviour.

Crime is cited, as previous extracts have shown, as a primary reason for people

avoiding the centre and for the relocation of businesses out of the CBD. Debbie echoes this

sentiment:

Richard: ... What other changes that are happening to the city that you know¬ 6.67

Debbie:39 Well crime’s a big problem, um I think that’s the main thing why people will
stay out of the city um you know for instance, people like Randles the jewellers, they
moved out; they sold out their building in central Durban and they’ve moved to Musgrave
{mm}. Um people just don’t want to go there any more. 6.68

Richard: Um do you ever go to the city centre? 6.69

Debbie: I try desperately not to. Um my dentist is there but he’s moving to out to
Musgrave. 6.70

For some people, what is seen to be the perceived increased incidence of crime in the CBD

makes them uncomfortable if they have to go there.

Jane:40 ... I just don’t feel comfortable walking around town, I don’t feel safe, and you
know, you just hear stories and what have you, and I think generally I stick to things that
I’m comfortable with and that I know, like I’ll go to certain shopping centres ... 36.63

This feeling of discomfort and vulnerability leads not only to the avoidance of the CBD, but

also to changes of behaviour by whites when they are obliged to go there. Several

participants described ways in which they took precautions, as these extracts demonstrate:

Richard: ...Do you ever use the centre of town at all? 11.152

Pam:41 Oh, not if I can possibly help it. I have to go into town to go to my doctor and my
dentist and I hate it. I park in Pine Parkade. As I’m going down in the lift, I turn all my
rings around, take my bracelet off, my chain goes down my shirt, whatever, I mean this is
the way; this is what you’ve got to do before you walk in the streets of Durban... 11.153

---

                                                
38 “24-hour Security at Musgrave ATMs” Berea Mail. 16 February 1996, p. 6
39 Debbie: Female, English, ±22 years old, Born South Africa, Single, Student, Interview 6 - Sep 96
40 Jane: Female, 28, English, Born in SA - Dbn, Librarian, Single, Interview 36 - Sept 97.
41 Pam: Female, 63, English, Born in SA Dbn, Widow, Secretary, Interview 11 - Sep 96.
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Marie:42 Ja. You know you can’t go into town; if I go into town, which I hardly ever do, I
turn my rings around, I don’t wear any jewellery because I know of a couple of people
that they just tackle them in the street and grab the gold chain or whatever {mm} and
that’s it, and I mean they never catch them. If they do catch them they just let them go
again. 15.235

There is an extent to which some of these concerns are accentuated for women and possibly

for older people generally. This should not be an essentialised stereotype since other

interviews certainly suggest that there are men and young people who avoid the CBD

because of crime, and there are older people and women who do not cite it is as a major

concern. However, these women’s comments show their feeling of vulnerability if they

have exposed jewellery or loose handbags. As the quote from Jane’s interview suggests,

these concerns are hardly surprising given the high profile reporting of muggings and

snatching in the press. Marie is particularly pessimistic, lamenting the breakdown of the

criminal justice system.

What are we to make of this heightened concern about crime? Is it justified by an

increase in actual criminal activity or is the feared crime imagined? The first point that

needs to be made is that even if crime was objectively higher on Grey Street than in

Musgrave Centre, this is a consequence of the ability of privatised shopping centres to

mobilise security in order to defend itself (Davis 1990: 224). Crime, then, is increasingly

displaced from areas able to “defend” themselves to areas that are not. Although this study

is not in a position to undertake a full analysis of actual crime statistics, there is no doubt

that crime in the CBD does exist and is a valid cause of concern (Schönteich and Louw

2001). However, one example serves to demonstrate how some crime has been, to some

extent, “imagined”. One Mail and Guardian article, called “Durban a victim of crime

smear”, discusses the frequency of crimes recorded by the police for the beachfront over the

1996-1997 New Year period. 43 The beachfront over this period is used by hundreds of

thousands of mostly black over-night and day visitors and is widely seen to be a crime

hotspot by local press. A police reservist was quoted as saying that there was a crime

committed every 30 seconds over the New Year holiday (about 3000 a day). However, the

police director revealed the number of recorded crimes to be a total of 18 for New Year’s

Eve and New Year’s Day. For the previous year there had been 39 recorded crimes. Given

such sensationalist reporting on crime based on extreme hyperbole, it is hardly surprising

that white people have an impression of the city as crime ridden. As the quotes from Jane’s

and Marie’s interviews suggest, concerns about jewellery and handbags are inevitable given

                                                
42 Marie: Female, 67, Afrikaans, Born in SA - Cape, Widow, Retired, Interview 15 - Sep 96.
43 “Durban a Victim of Crime Smear” Mail and Guardian . 10 January 1997 (Ann Eveleth)
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the high profile reporting of muggings and snatching in the press.44 Concerns are fed by the

discourse of the press and by the “stories you hear” and it is possible that people have over-

exaggerated impressions of the extent of crime.

What is interesting is why some impressions of crime are inflated and to what extent

these concerns about crime link in with racial frameworks. Are African National Congress

(ANC) and Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) politicians justified in saying that fears about the

beachfront are essentially racial? 45 In some cases, no racial links are evident in discussions

and may not exist at all for some participants. In other instances, however, crime is

attributed to a specific group, such as street traders:

Pam:46 [the presence of street traders] doesn’t worry me. It just makes me remember to put
my elbow down and lock my door, my windows are always up. I’ve always driven with
my windows up, and usually with my doors locked, but sometimes I forget. But certainly
when I come up to the traffic lights and I see the vendors, it makes me lock my door. ...
11.163 

47

The curiosity, of course, is that most street traders engage in highly non-threatening

activities like selling fruit and vegetables, and pose little criminal threat. The perception of

street traders as potentially criminal must, therefore, be taken as significant. Perhaps the

poverty of street traders is assumed to cause them to commit crimes. Perhaps the fact that

street traders are exclusively black means that people expect them to be more prone to

criminality. In some interviews I bluntly asked respondents whether they felt more

threatened by crime from black people than other races. The answer was often “yes”, as in

the following two cases:

Richard: [ ] When you’re walking down the street do you feel more suspicious of black
people than of white? 11.199

Pam: Yes, I’m afraid I do. Yes I do (pause) It’s the young ones, I’ve just got to see three or
four or a couple of these youngsters, not even the pickies, the pickies are bad too but
(sigh); and immediately you think oops, you know. 11.200

---

Richard: Um, do you associate crime specifically with black people? 15.230

Marie:48 I think ninety percent, ja. Obviously there are whites also involved {mm} but I
would say, I would say, say eighty ninety percent its the blacks. 15.231

                                                
44 For example, one front page article of the Daily News reported that an 18 year old woman book keeper
(her photograph revealed her to be white) was surrounded by a group of 20 men and robbed at gunpoint
of jewellery on the steps of the city hall. (“Woman mugged at city hall” by Clinton Nagoor Daily News.
14 August 1996, p. 1)
45 One local government ANC councillor said she was ‘convinced the paranoia promoted in some quarters
is rooted in racism.’”. An IFP councillor agreed, saying the “problems were the exception. This debate
has taken on serious racial overtones, with some white Durbanites comparing the beach to how it was ten
years ago”. (“Durban a Victim of Crime Smear” Mail and Guardian. 10 January 1997 (Ann Eveleth).
46 Pam: Female, 63, English, Born in SA Dbn, Widow, Secretary, Interview 11 - Sep 96.
47 In a similar vein, one Berea Mail article also associated the increase of vagrants and street traders with
the increase in crime. “Vagrants and Street Traders a Major Worry” Berea Mail. 31 May 1996, p. 2
48 Marie: Female, 67, Afrikaans, Born in SA - Cape, Widow, Retired, Interview 15 - Sep 96.
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Richard: [ ] to take an example, if you are driving along {ja} um and you stop at a stop
street would you be more concerned if there were three black men there than if you were
three white men there? 15.232

Marie: Ja, ja I would be, I would be definitely. 15.233

The perception of black people as more criminally threatening obviously has a long history.

It was a component of “scientific racism” in the early part of the century, where it was

believed that Africans were simply predisposed to criminality (Dubow 1995, 159).49 It

appears, however, that this assumption was not confined to the era of white rule where it

was legitimated, but even appeared in the media for some years after the advent of

democracy. While many larger newspapers have taken policy decisions to prevent

describing criminals and suspects racially, some smaller newspapers have continued this

practice after the 1994 transition. For example, the Berea Mail continued to describe

criminals in terms of their race, as in the following three examples:

Two black women approached Mrs Mitchley at a Musgrave Centre ATM while she was
busy with her transaction50

THE Umbilo Crime Prevention Unit has arrested four black men wanted in connection
with cases ranging from theft out of motor vehicles, to the murder of a policeman.51

Woman mugged in supermarket: Black female gang hits woman in quiet shop. 52

In these articles, which were all published well after the democratic transition, there was a

discursive assumption that there is a connection between race and criminality. To say that

“black men” have been arrested is to highlight the importance of their blackness with regard

to the alleged crime.

It is difficult, then, to separate out whether the CBD is associated with more crime

because of an objective increase in crime or whether it is associated with more crime

because it is believed that new types of people in the city are more criminal. It is made up of

a combination of a perceived criminalized space and perceived criminalized people

occupying that space. For example, Mrs Caine’s contention (above) that you can “expect a

bit of trouble” in Grey Street may be based either on some prior impression that crime was

high there, or it may be based on her belief that a black area is more likely to produce crime.

Although we cannot know the basis of Mrs Caine’s assumption that Grey Street was likely

to be dangerous, the fact that it was formerly zoned for non-white use and is therefore seen

                                                
49 Also see Morris (1999: 693) who compares the apparent perception that all criminal activity was black,
with the nineteenth century “Jack the Ripper” scare in London, when it was said that the ripper must have
been an East European Jew since “no Englishman could have perpetrated such a horrible crime”.
50 “ATM Thieves Now Have a New Angle!” Berea Mail. 6 February 1996, p. 2.
51 “Dangerous criminals arrested” Berea Mail. 15 March 1996, p. 4
52 “Woman mugged in supermarket: Black female gang hits woman in quiet shop” Berea Mail. 7 March
1997, p. 1 (Vanessa Watson)
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as a particularly “black” part of the city centre means we cannot rule out the option that Mrs

Caine assumed that a greater threat comes from black people and, indeed, that when people

refer to the CBD as riddled with crime, they mean to identify certain groups of people

within the area as the criminals. The naming of the space – the CBD – as crime infested can

act as a euphemism for the sense of unease at the increasing numbers of black people who

now frequent it. We must be careful not to essentialise all whites as seeing all blacks as

threatening or that certain areas are more likely to have high crime rates because,

coincidentally, they have black populations. Whites do not universally go along with the

idea that street traders and other “new elements” have caused the increase in crime. Also, it

should be noted that not all people described the CBD as an uncomfortable space to be in,

despite still ascribing a more threatening quality to that space.

Richard: Do you ever go into town any more? 35.231

Irene:53 Well I go to the dentist [{~}], yes all I do is park in Durdock Centre itself, well
that’s quite safe. Um where I have had to go in to go elsewhere because a while ago I had
to sell tickets on behalf of the Cancer Association in Old Mutual, I had to walk through
town. But I never feared, I don’t feel uneasy walking. I am too aware of being careful. I
don’t walk with my bag hanging next to me, I walk with it, shoulder, but in front of me,
so if they do do anything they’d have to do it from the front {ja}, so I don’t sort; I just
take small precautions. 35.232

Irene has adapted to what she sees as a threat of crime, perhaps no different from the threat

felt by people in cities all over the world. Having taken appropriate precautions she

continues to make use of the CBD and she claims she does not feel uneasy going there.

4 . 2  S T R E E T  TR A D E R S

So far, the discussion has established that there are three important themes which emerge

when many white people discuss the CBD: their declining use of the CBD, the growing

presence of black people there, and the increase in crime. In order to extend the assessment

of white views of the CBD, it is useful to turn to a particularly conspicuous component of

the new black presence in the city centre, namely informal street traders. It is this group

which provokes much discussion about change in the city and has been an important target

in white people’s growing dissatisfaction with the direction of urban change.

Contrary to general thinking amongst much of the public, street trade is, in fact, not

limited to recent change but has existed at various times during the history of the city.

Informal trade by black and Indian entrepreneurs was associated with the settlement of

Durban throughout the 1800s and existed openly in Durban as late as the 1920s (Maylam

                                                
53 Irene: Female, 67, Afrikaans, Born in SA - Krugersdorp, Retired, Interview 35 - Aug 97.
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1996: 104). With urban growth and the increasingly repressive municipal restrictions, black

people were subsequently prevented from engaging in street trade, one specific type of

informal trade, in cities.54 Indeed, they caused enough concern for authorities for them to

declare “war” street trade (Beavon and Rogerson 1986: 205). Black people were supposed

only to enter “white areas” as labourers, and engaging in an informal economy whose

market was primarily black would have amounted to a self-sufficiency and permanence that

went against the ethos of the Stallard Commission (van der Waal and Sharp 1988: 140).

Further, the very presence of street traders was deemed offensive and out of place within

what were seen to be civilized and modern city centres:

The urban managers of Johannesburg overwhelmingly view street hawkers as a nuisance,
making the city look untidy by their presence or through their litter, the cause of traffic
congestion and even, on occasion, of the spread of disease. ... Imbued by the powerful
ideology of modernization, city administrators in Johannesburg have perceived the street
traders as a community standing “in the way” (cf. Cohen 1974) of their modernizing goals.
(Beavon and Rogerson 1982: 112)

Similarly, Hart suggests that the official view of street traders was that they were “dirty and

unsightly, an aberration from the ideal of a modern city” (Hart 1991: 70; also see Beavon

and Rogerson 1986: 202; Swanson 1977). The idea that informal trade was unwelcome

within a programme of modernization taps into other systems of thinking. To the adherents

of modernization development theory, informal trade was sometimes described as the

“traditional” sector, and was by nature, “seen as antithetical to modernisation, because their

tenacious conservatism inhibited innovation, risk-taking, and the application of scientific

knowledge” (van der Waal and Sharp 1988: 137).

However, given the impoverishing forces of apartheid, survival tactics such as street

trade became an inescapable fate for many black South Africans. The strong re-emergence

of the informal sector has been explained in terms of the high level of “structural

unemployment” under apartheid, or the permanently unemployed labourers surplus to the

needs of capital, which Beavon and Rogerson estimated to be 19 % of the labour force by

the late 1970s (1982: 107). This structural unemployment was compounded by the job

colour bar, homeland and group areas legislation of apartheid. Also, the emergence of

certain types of informal sector activities need to be seen in terms of gender. Within the

context of male migrancy throughout the twentieth century, many women were left with the

responsibilities of supporting families, and were forced to resort to survival strategies like

                                                
54 Any trading within “white areas” was made illegal through Group Areas legislation. In Johannesburg, it
was possible to apply for a hawkers licence, but approval was difficult since it was contingent on
approval from various bodies and departments. Illegal trade was met with arrest, confiscation of
merchandise and fines (Beavon and Rogerson 1982: 112-3)
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informal trade (Maylam 1996: 101). In the 1980s, therefore, the growing recognition of the

inevitability of a black presence in white areas and of the failure of the homelands to sustain

black populations economically, the apartheid government accepted the necessary presence

of the informal sector. The Durban City Engineer’s Hawker Report of 1984 argued that the

state re-assess the “illegal” status of informal trade which was an inevitable feature of

Durban’s landscape.55 The result of the report was the introduction of a “vending licence”

system which began an era of more constructive engagement with traders, a process that

was more fully embraced after political transition. The period after the political transition

has also been characterised by unemployment with 27% of the adult population unable to

derive an income from any form of work including self-employment (Bhorat and

Leibbrandt 2001: 77).

Figure 9: Sales to Tourists on the Beachfront56

At present, street trade in Durban is diverse in both “target market” and the associated

wares on offer. According to Lund, Nicholson and Skinner (2000: 16), 46% of Durban’s

traders sell food, 32% sell cosmetics, clothes, shoes, cigarettes and curios while 22% render

services such as hairdressing and shoe repairs. Along the beachfront, traders concentrate on

the tourist market and offer various woven, carved or manufactured curios and toys (see

                                                
55 See the Department of Local and Provincial government’s web site which has a section of “Informal
Trading in Warwick Avenue” http://www.local.gov.za/DCD/ledsummary/durban/dbn03.html.
56 All photos of street trade used here were taken by Jo Block, and are used with the permission of
Caroline Skinner.
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Figure 9). Most traders in this location are female and operate from a large sheet of plastic

on the ground on which goods are displayed while the trader sits at one edge waiting for

custom or producing items for sale. Traders are situated in clusters or rows, sometimes

under “formal” thatched shelters provided by the council. In the centre of the city,

specifically along a pedestrian underpass between “The Workshop” shopping centre and the

city hall, trading has taken on the form of a permanent flea market. A number of the stalls

have smart shade structures over their stalls and most operate from a table rather than the

floor. Goods retailed include clothes, electronic items, watches, music and food. The likely

buyers are all users of the CBD, and it is the one area of permanent informal street trading

where whites and Indians are seen running stalls. Other than this central market, trade in the

CBD takes place on many pavements of main streets such as Smith and West, with retailers

using tables or improvised surfaces, often selling fruit and vegetables, or a variety of small

merchandise like watches. Recent local government programmes have attempted to

regularise this and restrict traders to official stands.

Figure 10: Muti (herbal) trade

To the west of the CBD, a range of trading takes place in the Warwick Avenue area

which more overtly capitalises on passing black trade (Figure 8, p. 114). The area has daily

influxes of commuters, with Berea Road train station at its heart and major taxi and bus

ranks located around the station. Two kilometres north of Berea Road station is the main

Durban Station on Umgeni Road, which also has its associated street trade and squatters.
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Around 300 000 commuters enter the area daily57 and according to Dobson, the Project

Manager of the Warwick Avenue Renewal Programme, there are 130 000 taxi departures

daily from the area.58 The location Warwick Avenue is significant since it is also the access

and exit point for all commuters from areas to the west of the city, including some of the

Berea, earning it the nickname of the “gateway” to Durban. The Warwick Avenue area is

said to have two thirds of the city’s informal traders, equating to around 5000 in absolute

numbers.59 Motorists coming into the city on the Old Fort route are confronted, at their first

intersection, with a large fruit and vegetable market on their left, cow head cooking on the

pavement outside the early morning market, and a vast bus rank on their right. From 1997,

shelter has been provided and some traders now operate from concrete tables with large

lockers to one side and a permanent shelter above.

Until 1998, motorists leaving the city along Leopold Street (also a part of the Warwick

Avenue area) passed several hundred traders encamped on the right hand pavement. Many

of these traders dealt specifically in “muti” or traditional medicines, along with items like

water drums. Traders worked off plastic sheeting on the ground which had piles of dried

bark and other herbs, along with dead animals used in traditional healing (Figure 10). At

night, the plastic sheeting was attached to the wall behind the pavement to form a shelter.

By 1998, these traders had been relocated to a nearby unused overpass and large plant

containers and aloes and other thorny plants were positioned along the Leopold Street

pavement to prevent traders moving back. 60

Although it might be possible to argue that the mainstream white opinion of street

traders is negative, I would like to dispel the idea that this is a universal attribute of an

essentalised whiteness from the outset. The following extracts from three separate

interviews show how participants responded in various ways which indicate that they did

not mind street traders:

Richard:[What do you think of the street traders?]
Karen:61 Um, exactly like Madagascar when I went to Madagascar, that’s what my

(laughing) feeling of Madagascar was I must say. Very African, what can you say, very
um (pause), I don’t know how to put it. 9.128

Later, after having established Karen was talking about the Warwick Avenue traders:
Richard: And how do you feel about that? 9.131

                                                
57 See the Department of Local and Provincial government’s web site which has a section of “Informal
Trading in Warwick Avenue” http://www.local.gov.za/DCD/ledsummary/durban/dbn03.html.
58 Interview, August 2001
59 See the following newspaper articles: “Major uplift for ‘gateway’ to Durban Berea Mail. 17 July 1998,
p. 1-2 (Debbie Calderwood). The description of Warick Avenue as the gateway to the city was also used
in “Major facelift planned” Berea Mail. 8 November 1996, p. 1 (Vanessa Gray). For an analysis of the
urban renewal project of Warwick Avenue, see Khosa and Naidoo (1988).
60 “Major uplift for ‘gateway’ to Durban” Berea Mail. 17 July 1998, p. 1-2 (Debbie Calderwood);
“Millions being spent on clean-up” Berea Mail. 3 August 1998, p. 1 (Debbie Calderwood).
61 Karen: Female, ±21, English, Born in SA - Jhb, Unmarried, Science Student, Interview 9 - Sep 96.
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Karen: Um, it doesn’t bother me. My theory about people that sell things, it’s fantastic.
Those are the people that, I think if they were given the chance in the Old South Africa
they would have shops now, they would have; you know, those; like the people when you
go down to the flea market, we met somebody the other day who was making the most
brilliant paintings and then you get; I get cross that that person was never given the
chance before, you know they’ve had three years of being able to do anything really. 9.132

Richard: ... What do you feel about the street traders, do they bother you? 29.80

Ken:62 Coming from Kenya you know we had street traders all over the place there. Street
traders don’t bother me. 29.81

Richard: ... Do you associate them with crime, because I think a lot of people do? 29.82

Ken: No, no I don’t. A lot of them work very hard for what they make. 29.83

-----

Richard: What do you think of the street traders? 35.55

Irene:63 I don’t mind them {you don’t}. Having been overseas a lot, we travelled there,
I’ve been over there nine times {ja} so we’ve gone to Italy and Portugal – and the only
two places I haven’t been to is America and Australia – but otherwise we’ve been to the
Far East and Spain { }. And you know there were so many of these little flea-markets
around, but we loved it. We used to go and shop there, we wouldn’t go near any of the
shops in the cities or anything like that because we realised that things were much
cheaper {mm}, not having overheads and all that, and when they started coming into
Durban, a lot of complaints were heard {ja}, but I didn’t think it was so bad. I thought to
myself, “well damn it all, give them a chance” {ja}. But they must be controlled. It
mustn’t just be a higgledy piggledy thing and you know, having seen how bad it could
get, or it did get, when – I don’t know if you ever were here when they had the Warwick
bridge – People were sleeping there with their wares, they wouldn’t go home at night
time. And I mean it must have been terribly unhygienic for those people to live there {ja}
and sleep there. So really if they can control them, it’d be so much better. And I’m not
talking about controlling them like with a high-handed manner, but make it viable for
them {ja} so that they can also sort of get into it. I feel sorry for some of these businesses,
but they must just make sure that {ja}, if a chap is selling fruit in front of a clothing store,
well it won’t matter. But he mustn’t sell clothes in front of the clothing store, that type of
thing because you know then he is undercutting the price of the chap inside who’s paying
the overheads {ja}. That’s my idea. 35.56

The obvious similarity between these three extracts is that the respondents’ ability to see

street traders as positive is connected with an experience of street traders in other countries.

In these three cases their experience of flea markets and street traders abroad helped

respondents to develop a tolerant or even enthusiastic or celebratory attitude to street

traders. Street trade is recognised in these descriptions as an honest and legitimate way to

make money, with a clear enthusiasm in Karen’s response (9.132) for the traders’

entrepreneurial and artistic potential and Ken’s experience (29.81) of street trade in another

country allows him to see it as a normal, everyday way of making a living. Ken specifically

disagrees with what I set up in my question as the mainstream opinion that street traders are

connected with crime, and suggests instead that they are worthy and honourable recipients

                                                
62 Ken: Male, 70, English, Born in England, Married, Retired, Interview 29 - Aug 97.
63 Irene: Female, 67, Afrikaans, Born in SA - Krugersdorp, Retired, Interview 35 - Aug 97.
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of their income. Irene’s acceptance of street traders (35.56) seems to be a little more

conditional in that she would like there to be certain improvements in hygiene and control.

However, unlike other descriptions which make use of these discourses to denigrate the

street traders (discussed below), Irene has sympathy and concern directed at the traders

themselves with the idea of making it “viable for them”.

The other more positive attitude to street traders in these responses is the acceptance

that they had a legitimate place in the city. This was based on an understanding that their

marginality was caused essentially by centuries of discrimination, and so impoverished

people should be allowed the freedom to subsist any way they can. The participants indeed

offered guarded and qualified sympathy for street traders by acknowledging the importance

of survival strategies. Jenny, for example, argues that street trading is the lesser of two evils,

the alternative being theft from the affluent areas. She states: “But people have got to live

and [street trading] is better than breaking into your house and stealing. So if it’s giving

them a chance of bread in their mouths and clothes and shoes for their children, I’m right

behind it”. (5.76).

The ambivalence evident in Jenny’s description is also present in the following

interview with Laura, where she describes changes in largely accommodating terms, but

alludes to certain changes which are more problematic for her.

Richard: ... . What about things like, changes like street traders in town and and you know
a lot of people are upset about that and some people are happier now 30.327

Laura: 64 I don’t like it because it’s so much dirtier but a friend of ours [who has moved to
Australia], was back here the day and we went and had curry, he just misses Indian curry,
somewhere down in town and “God he said I just love this, its so vibrant” ... in Aussie
just nothing happens, just quiet and somebody mugged an old lady on her head and
grabbed her hand bag and it was headlines in the paper and he said “I just love the vitality
of all this” {mm}. And it; again its funny I was chatting to [our dentist] as well ... and ... I
said that he was about the only dentist left in Durban I mean everybody’s moving out,
what’s the buzz here? And he says “no actually I enjoy it” {ja} he said “I love the street
sellers” and and um the municipality’s been very good, they’ve cleaned them up a lot, it’s
not nearly as bad as it was 30.328

Richard: They’ve been working on it ja 30.329

Laura: And you know they’re building those stalls and things up by the Berea station so I
think they’re making an effort and; I feel sorry for the shops {ja} because a lot of those, I
mean you look at the OK I mean it’s finished, you know basically selling, I think there
should be more discipline and letting hawkers and traders take away the business of
people who are already paying huge rents {ja}and stuff like that. So there’s a political
dimension to that. On the whole I don’t care. I don’t mind them. You see hardly any
white faces in town any more 30.330

Richard: People say the centre of town’s dead, but as you were just saying ¬ 30.331

Laura: Oh it’s not 30.332

Richard: But as you were just saying its far from dead 30.333

Laura: Exactly it’s hugely active but it’s very black. And the other thing that funnily
enough [a friend] and I were talking about the other day and saying it’s really; you go to

                                                
64 Laura:  Female, 57, English, Born in SA, Divorced, Teacher, Interview 30 - Aug 97.
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town at night now or drive through town and it’s buzzing {ja} you know because
everybody’s buzzing everywhere { } It’s sort of being used, whereas before I remember
on a Sunday I mean, you’d have walked down the middle of West Street. Nower days
everybody’s out and they’re hopping around and; I don’t mind it. I don’t mind it as long
as um; again I mean you have to maintain standards. You know I do hate; you hear
horrific stories of all the rats and cockroaches and things. 30.334

Richard: Really, because of 30.335

Laura: Oh, ask (the city councillors), you know the dramas of rats in that area and since
this you know this black poor people have moved in and they’re the squatters in those
parameters er periphery rather 30.336

Richard: Warwick avenue and 30.337

Laura: Ja. ... . There’s the third world creeping in already look at all these places [?]. I am
an ambivalent South African. I’m sounding very middle of the road aren’t I? 30.338

Urban change, then, is a play-off between dirt and vibrancy, decreasing standards and a

living city. For Laura, the city has changed and this change has both positive and negative

dimensions rather than a process which she completely opposes. On the whole, she seems to

welcome change but cautions that there is a need for discipline and control.

These appraisals of street trading, whether sympathetic, pragmatic or ambivalent, stand

in contrast with a strong set of negative perceptions which are manifested when people

describe it as an illegitimate business, as tribal, as contributing to pollution, and as chaotic.

Here, each view is discussed in turn.

Street trading as an illegitimate business

The first of the negative descriptions of street traders I would like to identify is that some

participants expressed the belief that street trade was not a valid activity in the city centre

and that their presence is a threat to legitimate activities. Street traders are seen as “death”

to businesses as they deter the shoppers and clients of these businesses.65 One letter writer

to a newspaper complained that while

the city’s elevation control department quite rightly has ensured that the CBD shop fronts
conform with the laid down aesthetic requirements which attract interested shoppers and
passing trade … another department allows all and sundry to set up shop against these
beautiful shop fronts and so create the appearance and atmosphere resembling an Istanbul
market.66

Not only are street traders seen to repel the customers from these “beautiful” shops, street

traders are sometimes described as illegitimate freeloaders unfairly undercutting established

“formal” businesses. The reason why they do this is that formal businesses pay rates (local

government tax) and rent, whereas street traders contribute “nothing to maintain the city”.67

                                                
65 “The Menace of Street Traders” Berea Mail. Letters. 24 May 1996, p. 8 (Quoted on p. 122 above.)
66 “Save Our CBD: Ban Vendors” Sunday Tribune. Letters. 2 November 1997
67 “Pavement Trading Causing Ruin” The Mercury. Letters. 14 May 1997 (C. L. D. Richardson)



Desegregating Minds, Chapter 4 138

Jane:68 ... I don’t think it’s good that the street traders are actually on the street for various
reasons, I mean it affects the business, it affects people paying rent, it affects all sorts of
things, um but I do think that something should be done for them so that they can have a
place to trade, not not away from the city, maybe somehow integrated into the city but
there should be like a specific market in the, in the city centre itself but um. No I don’t
think it’s fair that people should should just rig up something in front of a shop that’s got
like; they’re paying thousands of Rands for rent and have great displays which you can’t
really see and um, I mean [the thing is?] that they are suffering because people don’t want
to go there because of the street traders, because of the crime. 36.8169

The unfair competitive edge traders are seen to have is echoed by Tony Ansell, a business

representative, who was concerned that street traders “sell the same things as you do, except

they are cheaper”.70 Another respondent, Debbie, fears that shops will not be able to

compete with street traders and the latter may “take over”.71 In these responses there is a

sense in which street traders have less right to operate since they do not pay for the space

they take up or services they use. Their conduct is classified as unfair and dishonest since

they are getting retail space for free, something for which formal businesses have to pay.

One shop owner referred to the “contraband goods” sold by street traders in his argument

that street traders were dishonest and had no place in the city.72

Further eroding any claim by traders to equal access to the city, an interview

respondent discredited street traders by transferring the origin of street trader’s poverty onto

the street traders themselves.

Viv:73 You know one feels for them. I mean I I do feel very sorry. I sometimes; outside um
Florida Road Spar you know there’re African women sitting with vegetables and
sometimes I think “ag no I should buy from them rather than buy from Spar” {ja}. But
you know honestly [they bring it on themselves?], they really do. Their lot is hard, very
very hard, but when you have so many kids you know nobody, none of us would like to
um take the responsibility when they don’t take it themselves you know.  44.71

Therefore, while street traders have a “hard” life, they only have themselves to blame since

their poverty is a result of having many children.74

The credibility of street traders was also questioned by those people who sought to

prove that that the benefits of informal trade do not go to the traders themselves but to an

                                                
68 Jane: Female, 28, English, Born in SA - Dbn, Librarian, Single, Interview 36 - Sept 97.
69 Similar statement made by Laura (see p. 136, para 30.330) and in a newspaper article reporting on
street traders in Johannesburg. A shop owner told of how he pays “R20 000 rent a month: the informal
traders pay nothing. The majority of them have no respect for authority”. Another shop owner said “They
also ought to pay rent like the rest of us, they must be charged per square metre”. (“Taking it to the
streets” by Shalo Mbatha The Independent on Saturday. 11 July 1998, p. 7)
70 “Great trek! Lisa-Jane Paul Reports...” Berea Mail. 19 July 1996. p. 1. See Box 3, page 121
71 Extract (6.90) reproduced p. 141
72 “Taking it to the streets” by Shalo Mbatha The Independent on Saturday. 11 July 1998, p. 7
73 Viv: Female, ± 48, English, Born in N. Ireland, Married, Reps educational goods, Interview 44 - Sept
97.
74 This form of “blaming the victim” is also used by some to describe squatting, as will be explored in the
next chapter on p. 200.
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exploitative organiser, and sympathy for traders is therefore no longer necessary. Interview

participants reported having seen “a white woman” dropping sellers off in the morning with

their goods and some believed that “Indians” were running the street traders in Durban:

Pauline: Another theory about the street traders {yes}. They maintain that business men
are running it, they the Africans are just workers {yes} 34.213

Malcolm: Oh, ja sure 34.214

Pauline: And predominantly the Indians 34.215

Malcolm: The Indians are running it 34.216

…
Malcolm: Ja, he comes around with a truck and he off-loads the goodies, boom boom

boom all they are doing is [ ] running the stalls 34.222

Figure 11: Vegetable Sales in the CBD

Making a similar point, this time about pavement dwellers, Mark Lowe, the Deputy Mayor

of the Durban Metro Council (and a member of the Democratic Party) called for the

establishment of a task force to “clean up” Durban, as reported in The Berea Mail:

But, he said, the hundreds of street traders who blocked the main shopping thoroughfare
pavements of Smith Street and West Street, had no place in the city centre.

Many of them just manage to eke out a meagre existence as barely-paid hirelings of
wealthy merchants. (Box 4 below)

A similar argument was made in a Pietermaritzburg editorial by John Conyngham:
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No reasonable person would want to deny jobless people the opportunity to earn a living
but many of the traders in the CBD are merely fronts for the unscrupulous dealers who
want prime space in central Church Street without paying rates for it.75

Box 4: “Action Stations” Berea Mail. 29 September 1995, p. 1.

METRO Council deputy mayor Mark Lowe has called
for a task force - “Action Stations Durban”- to address
the intolerable problems of litter, squalor, street children,
stealing and mugging.

These problems have plagued Durban’s central
business district and are spreading into once peaceful
suburbs of Berea and Durban North.

Mr Lowe has proposed the establishment of a task
team, consisting of city officials, police, councillors,
organised business and trader representatives, who would
urgently address problems and introduce a workable plan
of action to rescue and turn the city around.

Addressing members of the Executive Association of
South Africa last week, he called on the city’s prominent
businessmen and women to help Durban do a
“turnabout” so the city could, once more, become a
vibrant tourist center.

“I urge you to stop standing back and watching while
Durban’s throat is cut.

“What should be the pride of the city – its central
business and administrative district – is awash with litter
and stamped with squalor. Established business is
suffering.

“Somehow, we have to accept that informal trade on
our city streets is a major eyesore.

“In the same way, the street children starving,
stealing and mugging for a desperate living, have
become an increasingly intolerable problem.

“We have to face these challenges and should
establish an effective metropolitan infrastructure to take
this region into the 21st century,” he said

He also said that what was of equal importance, was

to find a method whereby all people living in the
metropolitan area started paying for services rendered.

The only way this could be achieved was through
tourism, which would create jobs to enable the thousands
of desperately disadvantaged citizens to acquire
acceptable housing, education and health services.

“As it is now, there is no reason why a tourist should
choose to spend their fun-money in a dirty, sleazy and
dangerous place,” he said.

Mr Lowe added that there was no doubt that genuine
flea-markets - such as those at the Amphitheatre, the
Durban Exhibition Centre, Essenwood Road and the
Victoria Street market - were economical and
recreational attractions.

But, he said, the hundreds of street traders who
blocked the main shopping thoroughfare pavements of
Smith Street and West Street, had no place in the city
centre.

“Many of them just manage to eke out a meagre
existence as barely-paid hirelings of wealthy merchants.

“By allowing a few hundred people earn a few
hundred rands each moth in this way, we are, in effect,
denying thousands of needy people in Durban the
opportunity to benefit from the economic growth that
would follow proper management, control and
administration of the city’s resources,” he concluded.

Mr Lowe urged the audience of mainly businessmen
to put pressure on provincial and state authorities to do
something about the severe problems facing Durban.

He also suggested that the SAPS and Durban’s City
Police be approached to get the job done.”

The consideration that street traders are not gaining all the benefits from their own

work is indeed a worry from a social justice perspective. Rogerson and Preston-Whyte

(1991: 1) argue that it would be a mistake to naively sing the praises of the informal

economy as the panacea to social problems and it must be recognised that it is also capable

of encompassing exploitation, abuse and greed. It is interesting to note, however, that Mark

Lowe does not suggest that the local government assist would-be entrepreneurs to set up

non-dependent businesses so that they keep the profit. Nor does he acknowledge that even if

the profits are going to “wealthy merchants” the traders may have no alternative but to

conduct this way of life. He simply goes on to argue in the article that greater social justice

                                                
75 “The refuge of racism” Editor’s Notes by John Conyngham The Natal Witness. 19 July 1998, p. 8. For
similar quotes, see Lund, et al (2000: 23). 
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can be achieved by removing the street traders so that Durban can begin to generate higher

levels of tourist and other revenues once again. The damage seen to be done by traders in

playing their part in the decline of the city is not felt by Lowe to be justifiable since, he

argues, it is not actually benefiting the poor.

The perception held by Lowe and others that the majority of street traders are the

poorly paid hirelings of wealthy merchants is inaccurate according to some research. Lund,

et al (2000: 23) state that most street traders are independent and self employed, while only

12% of Durban’s street traders were employees of businesses. They argue that the belief

that street traders are not self-employed is “used to justify a harsh approach to street

traders” (Lund, et al 2000: 24). This can be said of all these arguments that serve to

construct trade as illegitimate or undeserving of sympathy. By arguing that traders disrupt

formal (legitimate) business, that they are only there because of irresponsible procreation,

and that they are the exploited labour of unscrupulous business people, critics of traders

attempt to counter the view that traders are a legitimate part of the economy of the city.

Street trade as “African”, “third world” and “tribal”

As was suggested earlier, street trade is often linked to other parts of the world that some

participants have experienced first hand. In certain interviews, participants suggested that it

was a particularly “African” phenomenon. For example Karen (9.128), quoted on p. 134,

described street traders as “very African”, although her description of street trade is not one

where street traders and Africa are denigrated in the process because she goes on to enthuse

about the traders. In other cases, however, the “African” quality of street trade is seen as a

negative attribute.

Richard: And what about things like; I’ve seen it now where you see people selling things
like coat hangers and shoe racks on the side of the road 6.87

Debbie: (laughs) Um, well I’ve been to Mozambique, so I’ve seen what it can develop into
{mm}. Um there are actually no formal shops, there’re very few shops, and a lot of the, a
lot of the; a lot of the; if you want to go and buy something, you actually go to a section
{mm} of a different; of a street (laughs). And you can; say you’re driving down one street
and there’ll be just; on the pavement there’ll just be huge crates of cooldrinks {mm}, and
you can go there and buy cooldrinks, and they even sell fridges on the side of the street
and TVs and coal, but everything’s done on the street and there’s no sort of form, you
bargain with the price {mm}. It’s all a very informal sort of thing 6.88

Richard: And I’ve actually seen it on the Berea now where there’re people doing that
especially along Ridge Road, I’ve seen it a couple of times {ja}. Does that bother you?
6.89

Debbie: It bothers me in that um in that it could develop into something a lot worse
Richard: Like you described
Debbie: Ja like I’m describing where your shops are aren’t able to compete with the prices

that they; All I want is that it does [not] take over. 6.90
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The arrival of street traders places Durban on a path leading towards the situation that she

encountered in Mozambique, where every street was a market and few formal shops are

able to survive. More bluntly, Sarah states, in the following, that Durban had now become

like “downtown Lagos”, using adjectives such as “filthy”, “awful” and “disgusting”.

Sarah:76 town, town and the beach-front [are] appalling, appalling, appalling. I will not go
to town – too filthy and yigh. I’m never scared of being mugged but it’s just awful 8.149

Richard: Mm. What specifically bugs you [about the CBD]? 8.150

Sarah: The filth. What I call now “downtown Lagos”. And I’ve never been to Lagos. I
don’t even know where Lagos is (laughs). It just strikes me as downtown Lagos, what
looks like that. And the beach-front – awful. 8.151

Later:
Richard: Other things that have happened since since the repeal of legislation are things

like the street traders in Durban. 8.165

Sarah: Well that’s what I was just saying. You know it’s just filthy and revolting now. 8.166

Richard: What would you prefer to see? 8.167

Sarah: What it was before. 8.168

Richard: No street traders basically? 8.169

Sarah: Definitely no street traders. 8.170 
77

Along with the idea that street trade is African, it is also linked to the Third World, or is

said to be a third world characteristic or condition. It is certainly something that would not

be allowed in places such as London, according to some.78 Laura said, with reference to the

Warwick Avenue traders, “There’s the third world creeping in already” (30.338) and

Lindsay describes street traders as indicative of Durban becoming increasingly third world:

Richard: What do you think of the street traders in town? 31.95

Lindsay:79 Well I suppose it’s part of coming into the Third World ... 31.96

Later:
Richard: [You started to say that the street traders were part of the Third World] What

would you classify South Africa as, first world or third world or [is neither] appropriate?
31.193

Lindsay: Well now that’s a difficult question because you know we’ve got the
infrastructure of the first world but er the sheer masses and er (pause) the fact that they’re
moving into our first world is changing it {yes} you know, with all the litter and the and
the er er the masses of people and so on which we never had before {right} all coming in.
That comes down to your street traders that sort of thing. 31.194

Here, “third world” is clearly set up as the inferior counterpart of what are seen to be our

(white) good first world achievements within Durban. Street traders are specifically

                                                
76 Sarah: Female, ±50s, English, Born SA - Pta, Married (to Frank), Book Keeper, Interview 8 - Sep 96.
77 This extract will be explored more fully below. A letter to the editor of a Durban newspaper in 1997
also associated Durban with an African city: “The Banana City is now like a Zimbian or Congo market
place. It is appalling to see the extent of filth in Durban, worse still, extremely obese foreign women
suckling their offspring, muthi men displaying their wares of various sorts emitting putrefying stench
everywhere. These people are from Swaziland and are brought in by busses to come and trash our only
major tourist town in this part of the world”. (“ Swazi Traders Endanger our Tourist Dollars” Sunday
Tribune. 16 November 1997. Letters.)
78 “Pavement Trading Causing Ruin” The Mercury. Letters. 14 May 1997 (C. L. D. Richardson)
79 Lindsay:  Female, 74, English, Born in SA - Vryheid, Widow, Retired, Interview 31 - Aug 97.
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identified as an element of the third world, and indeed as agents of the conversion of a city

from a first world space to a third world one by their mere presence. The perceived

otherness of traders is quite clear in Lindsay’s statement (31.194) that “they’re moving into

our first world”. What made the city a first world space in the past was the absence of

traders and the undiluted presence of “us” Europeans.

In general terms, “Third World cities” are seen by many to be failed cities, with

economies inadequate for their populations thus making them “parasitic”, rather than the

productive progressive cities of colonial times, or of the West (Freund 2000: 146). Within

South Africa, this distinction in terms between “first” and “third world” has a particular

history, where they became adjectives in the post-racial language of the 1980s. Sharp argues

that these terms, with the help of state propaganda, became euphemisms for the differences

previously described in racial, ethnic and cultural terms (1988c). If white people wanted to

refer to black people in non-racial terms, they could simply name “the third world sector”, a

reference that was generally understood to mean black people, as well as specific activities

and places associated with black people, especially those seen to be traditional, backward,

or undeveloped, such as the homelands. The confluence of street trade and third world can

be usefully explained by van der Waal and Sharp’s idea that the informal-formal dichotomy

sometimes floats on top of an older notion of the traditional-modern dichotomy (1988: 136).

Although they are referring to academic theories of development, I believe there is a sense

in which many white South Africans see informal trade as traditional and non-modern. To

say that the third world is “creeping in”, for example, is to refer to urban racial integration

and visible features of that integration like street trade which are seen to be traditional. In as

much as it is a change from modern to traditional, the arrival of these kinds of people and

activities is undesirable as it alters the nature of the city (see Durrheim & Dixon 2001: 446).

One particular example of how decidedly “un-western” elements are creeping into the

city is the phenomenon of traditional herbal medicine. Black South Africans have a long

history of using indigenous plants for medicinal purposes.80 They are administered by

herbalists as part of holistic, even spiritual, healing. Today its popularity has not waned, and

the traditional healers are generally consulted before doctors. In the past, white authorities

sought to “discredit traditional medicine as a “typical backwardness” or “witchcraft” and

regulate it in line with western approaches to health (Dauskardt 1991: 91). Such ideas linger

to the present, as displayed by Jackie (also see Figure 12):

                                                
80 Medicines, especially of this type, are generally known as “muti”.
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Jackie:81 It’s health things. I mean you go past Grey Street, ... I was horrified when we
took a wrong route on the bus and then went via the market at night, and ... I mean I’d
heard things you know about the dead skins and the dead animals selling for muti and
things. Fine, they want to get on with their tribal things, they must do it not where you see
it in city life. Things have been; and it’s germs. ... 52.324

Figure 12: Dead Animals for Sale

Muti sellers, who sell herbal and other organic products as traditional alternative medicines,

are made to seem entirely out of place in the city. This is based on the long-standing idea

held by whites in South Africa that cities are sites of modern, western, white civilization,

while homelands and rural areas are where Africans can conduct their tribal, traditional way

of life; muti-trading is not wrong per se, but rather that it is only acceptable if it is done in

the “right place”. For many, such as Jackie, these practices cannot exist in harmony with her

definition of a city and its presence contravenes her definition of acceptable urban

                                                
81 Jackie: Female, 37, English, Born in SA - Dbn, Married (to Anthony), Unemployed, Interview 52 -
Sept 97.
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behaviour. In one interesting exception to the theme of traders as African, Darryn expressed

a more accepting attitude towards street traders who dressed traditionally. He had been

complaining about the traders in Umgeni Road and in the centre of the CBD, but when

asked about the traders on the beach front, he said that they were dressed traditionally and

they were in a different type of trade. It was the quasi-western cosmopolitanism of the other

trade (like traders wearing soccer T-shirts) which made them unacceptable to him. He felt

more comfortable with the “authentic” African appearance of the traders on the beach front,

despite the fact that their appearance was purely for the benefit of tourists and therefore of

questionable authenticity. Street traders who acted out the role assigned to them as “rural”

and “traditional” are more acceptable to some than those who messily straddle different

categories.

Descriptions of street traders as “African”, “third world” and “tribal” generally act to

construct street trade as the antithesis of European, western, first world, modern superiority

and normality. This opposition is also spatialised in that cities were conventionally seen to

epitomise the latter, while homelands were characterised by the former. The infiltration of

homeland-like activities into urban space is therefore seen as a breach of expected placing.

Notwithstanding the exception presented by Darryn, the construction of street trade is

widely used as a basis for opposition to their activity.

Street traders and pollution

A number of the accounts of the CBD, and especially newcomers like street traders,

included references to “dirt”, “filth”, “mess”, “litter”, “rubbish”, “squalor” and a lack of

“hygiene”. Sometimes, the nature of the dirt or filth is not clear, but is simply used as a

general description of the CBD, as in “town has become ‘filthy’ or ‘dirty’”, or as in

discussion of new initiatives to “clean up” the CBD.82 Some people identify certain types of

dirt and filth. One commonly cited type, often associated with street traders is litter. In

conducting their activities, street traders (along with other users of the city) are seen to have

contributed to the increase in litter on the streets of Durban. Street traders are also seen to

generate pollution of other types, including that of “human waste”.

The exact problems assumed to be caused by litter and other types of pollution often

remain unexplained, and this probably reflects a common sense “knowledge” which

overwhelmingly and unambiguously takes littering and polluting to be wrong. The

                                                
82 e.g. “Manager to clean up Durban’s CBD” The Mercury. 9 September 1996, p. 1 (Patrick Leeman)
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supposed obviousness of the wrong-ness of littering is illustrated by a white ANC member

writing in The Natal Witness who recalled a conversation in which someone said

But how could people be so stupid? Isn’t it obvious to any intelligent person that you don’t
drop litter on the ground but you put it in a bin? I simply cannot understand it.83

The wrongness of littering is generally taken for granted and the exact problems it causes

are not often articulated beyond common sense knowledge. Arguments against litter deploy

one of two notions of the harmful affects of pollution. The first is that litter “pollutes the

environment”, it is harmful to birds, animals, or marine life. One resident complained of

“street vendors throwing pieces of string, cotton, gut and even hair extensions onto the

pavement and grassy areas” which then entangle the birds and cut off their circulation

causing them to lose their feet.84 This “environmentalist” argument is a rhetoric related to a

very particular story of damage to the environment. After all, in creating the city of Durban,

Europeans all but obliterated the functioning ecology through the effects of intensive sugar

farming and forestry in surrounding rural areas, not to mention the actual concrete jungle

that is the city. Why are concrete and tar not seen as “damaging to the environment” when

loose plastic and cans are? Of course the environment which is seen to be damaged is not

necessarily the natural environment, but the “pristine” urban environment, which is spoiled

by litter.85

The second argument against pollution is as a threat to health. Areas associated with

street traders are described as being a “health risk”.86 Irene is concerned that “it must have

been terribly unhygienic for those people to live [on Warwick Bridge] and sleep there”

(Irene, 35.56). As well as concerns for these traders themselves, observers have become

concerned about the general health of the city, with alarm being directed at plagues of rats

and cockroaches, and outbreaks of disease. Concerns about street traders are particularly

acute when street traders also live on the street. Jackie expresses specific concern about the

street traders on Umgeni Road:

Jackie:87 … you’ve got a whole nation living in Umgeni Road that are washing, cleaning,
cooking, going to the toilet, (pause) the infestation, the germs, the stench - that used to be
the entrance to the Durban Station, that’s sealed off, the are living there. All right then

                                                
83 “Tackling the litter problem” The Natal Witness. 23 July 1998, p. 8 (Colin Gardiner)
84 “Litter injures birds” Berea Mail. 15 November 2000 (Letter to the editor by V. Wighton).
85 Furthermore, we have to wonder about the environmental superiority of placing litter in rubbish bins. If
it were to be recycled, it would clearly be beneficial, but in the main it simply gets taken off to
Springfield landfill where it is buried before it has a chance to decompose. The rubbish still exists but is
hidden and is assumed to be under control.
86 “Millions being spent on clean-up” Berea Mail. 3 August 1998, p. 1 (Debbie Calderwood)
87 Jackie: Female, 37, English, Born in SA - Dbn, Married (to Anthony), Unemployed, Interview 52 -
Sept 97.
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you’re going to talk about how’s the city changed, well that’s how it’s changed, what are
they going to do with these squatting people? 52.313 

88

Jackie lists four activities that she sees as problematic: washing, cleaning, cooking and

going to the toilet. For Jackie, these are domestic activities which are inappropriate

activities for the street, as suggested by the exclamation that “they are living there” (my

italics). The proper place for these activities is assumed to be in the private space of the

home, where drainage, sewerage and collection systems hygienically remove waste, rather

than the highly public entrance to Durban’s station. Jackie’s last concern refers to a

widespread, although usually implied, concern about where street traders defecate and

urinate.89 Chakrabarty identified similar processes in another colonial context – India –

where the European’s

modernist categories of “public” and “private” were constantly challenged by the ways
Indians used open space. The street presented, as it were, a total confusion of the “private”
and the “public” in the many different uses to which it was put. People washed, changed,
slept, and even urinated and defecated out in the open. (Chakrabarty 1991: 16).

For residents of Durban, the concern over where traders go to the toilet is also reflected in

calls for the provision of “toilet facilities” for traders (e.g. Jenny 5.76), and indeed the

council’s recent provision of such facilities. Of course the provision of these toilets is to be

welcomed from the traders point of view, but it is difficult to determine whether they have

been provided primarily for the benefit of their users or to alleviate other’s fears about the

pollution of the city.

These two assumed arguments – environment and hygiene – are therefore not neutral

but have to be viewed in relation to their cultural contexts. Douglas (1984) defines dirt as

matter out of place – something which has crossed a boundary which was meant to contain

it and therefore threatens an order of discrete homogenous categories.90 The aversion to

pollution is something which has been related by psychoanalysts to the very identity of

individuals and collectives (Kristeva 1982, Wilton 1998: 180). It results in a particular

aesthetic of what a modern, civilised city should look like and is reflected in that many

planned urban processes are orientated to ensure that waste is constantly removed by

washing, sweeping, raking waste through sewers, drainage and collection systems rather

                                                
88 A similar point is made by a letter-writer: “These people erect shacks at the Durban Station and Berea
Road Station. They live there and work there; public toilets are used as bathrooms and sometimes
bedrooms at night”. (Sunday Tribune, 16 November 1997, “Swazi Traders Endanger our Tourist Dollars”
Letter to editor)
89 According to Lund, et al (2000: 31) nearly seven out of ten traders have access to toilets.
90 Ideas about the cultural notions of pollution have been further developed by Anderson (1995),
Cresswell (1994, 1997), Kristeva (1982), Pile (1996), Sibley (1988, 1995), and Stallybrass and White
(1986) amongst others. 
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than be allowed to build up on the streets. In cities that aim to be modern, non-conforming

urban use is frequently seen to be a form of pollution (Sibley 1995: 69). Further, the fact

that most traders are women may be significant. Cresswell argues that dirt

takes on more specific significance when it is used in connection with women. In all kinds
of ways, women in western society are associated (more so than men) with dirt and its
removal. Women are the house-wives, domestics and maids of the world. They are
expected to keep the house clean. In addition they are supposed to the epitomes of
cleanliness themselves. They are the ones who do the cleaning and they are the ones who
must keep clean. (Cresswell 1994: 45)

Whatever the “objective”, “rational” environmental and hygienic effects of litter and

pollution, it seems we cannot ignore the “subjective” cultural treatment of it. The perception

that pollution looks ugly  and smells unpleasant has been just as powerful a motivation for

society to strive for its elimination as any threat to the environment or health. The aesthetics

involved in containing and hiding litter is reflected in the very name of the city’s current

anti-litter organisation “Keep Durban Beautiful”. It is significant that the organisation is not

called “Keep Durban Healthy” or “Keep Durban Environmentally Sound”. It is quite honest

about the fact that one of the chief concerns about litter is that it looks ugly, or spoils

beauty.

The cultural dimensions of pollution, however, extend beyond aesthetics and into

racialised perceptions of inferiority and superiority. Littering and pollution are taken as

powerful signifiers of the degree of civilisation and development. The newspaper article

quoted on p. 146 demonstrates how they believe “intelligent” people would appreciate

littering to be wrong, and those who do litter are therefore “stupid”. In constructing street

traders (and black people more generally) as litterers, some whites are adding another

element to an essentialist understanding of this group. Elias wrote in the 1930s that

cleanliness was a key element in what people believed was civilised, although justifications

of cleanliness were to do with the attainment of respect from superiors as much as it was

about hygiene (Mennell 1992: 47). White South Africans, having grown up in the legacy of

Victorian (and earlier) ideas about being civilised, therefore have strong views on dirt and

its connections with being civilised. One commentator on litter in South Africa reflected

such notions of basic “civilised” behaviour

One no more throws a plastic packet on to the pavement than one spills one’s food down
one’s clothing or leaves it smeared on one’s face: civic cleanliness is an extension of
personal cleanliness. The social and the individual are intimately interrelated.91

This vivid metaphor of the city as an extension of one’s body likens litterers to infants or

invalids incapable of eating without defiling themselves. The belief that cities should not be

                                                
91 “Tackling the litter problem” The Natal Witness. 23 July 1998, p. 8 (Colin Gardiner)
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soiled by litter is seen to be as fundamental as learning to eat properly. This echoes past

assertions that black people were at the developmental stage of “children” (see page 80

above). Without the adequate levels of self-regulation associated with adulthood (read

“civilisation”), such people would be incompatible with the city.

The words “civilised” and “uncivilised” are, of course, not used as freely today as in

the past, but are nevertheless kept alive through related notions such as education. In the

following two extracts, speakers make the argument that littering is the result of a lack of

education:

Pam:92 ... And then I do not like all those vendors on the side. They they they they cause
extra litter, but everybody litters, nobody seems to know; there can be a waste-paper
basket; a rubbish bin there, they’ll have a sweet, throw the paper down there when the bin
is there. I think they just need to be; people need to be educated, who is going to educate
them? I don’t know. 11.153

----

Martin:93 It didn’t upset me in the sense that seeing them [street traders] there is not the
problem, it’s um (pause) a question of cleanliness (pause). Why don’t they keep the place
tidy and neat and clean? {ja} And then I don’t blame them entirely because it’s a question
of, once again, have we educated them into that area? Have we taught them, have we
taken the trouble to give them; give our time to educate them to say why we want the
place clean? {mm}. It’s one thing telling a person “clean that” and sit on him with your
with your with your foot in his neck {ja} demanding that he clean it. It’s better to get him
to want to keep it clean himself. We’ve; I feel we’ve we’ve we’ve we’ve we’ve lagged in
not educating; That’s just one area I mean there are many areas where I feel there’s a
lagging in this, I don’t know if it’s the environment and the world around or just in this
country {ja} where they talk about school education ... [but education is also] cultural and
to learn to do things. If we want them to to be and behave the way we would like to see
[them behave] we must train them teach them WHY {ja}. They must want to yearn to be
like we feel they should be … 39.5894

Littering is seen in these extracts as a behavioural problem that stems from a lack of

education. “They” are seen as deficient in the capacity to behave properly (i.e. place litter in

bins), a deficiency that is explained as a lack of education, or rather “their” uneducatedness.

Martin regrets the failure of whites to educate blacks according to what he feels is obviously

the right thing to do, a failure to pass on what “we” know to be superior knowledge and

ways of behaving. The sense in which Martin is using the word “education”, therefore is not

                                                
92 Pam: Female, 63, English, Born in SA Dbn, Widow, Secretary, Interview 11 - Sep 96.
93 Martin: Male, 66, English, Born in SA - Cape Town, Divorced, Interview 39 - Sept 97.
94 The theme of education appeared in newspaper articles too. On Pietermaritzburg, Gardiner comments
“All people living in urban areas simply need to grow into an awareness that visual and hygienic
considerations point to the importance of taking the problem of litter seriously. It is an educational
process: it will take time” (Tackling the litter problem” by Colin Gardiner The Natal Witness. 23 July
1998, p. 8). Also, coverage of the Keep Durban Beautiful association reveals a belief in the need to
educate. Amongst other programmes, KDBA is attempting to “teach traders a culture of cleanliness”.
(“‘Clean’ prizes” Berea Mail. 28 April 1995, p. 3.)
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a narrow meaning restricted to the learning that takes place in schools, but a broader

meaning referring to behaviour and other aspects of living. Martin clearly continues to

shoulder “the white man’s burden” to civilise the uncivilised, continuing the legacy left by

missionaries and other paternalistic colonialists of the nineteenth century.

White people generally presume that black people litter because “they don’t know

better”, or that they are uneducated or ignorant. However, black people themselves offer

other histories behind this action. During a radio discussion on the relevance of black

consciousness, the Deputy Editor of the Star newspaper said that during apartheid, black

people would walk around Johannesburg and see a rubbish bin with a sign saying “Keep

Johannesburg Beautiful”.95 Their response would be to deliberately litter as a subversive act

since they felt like they were strangers in Johannesburg and that it was not their city, and

the “beauty” of the city was not for their benefit. The fact that this action still continues can

be attributed to a failure for political transition to translate into a sense of ownership of the

environment, pride in the city and a sense of belonging. This can further be explained by the

continued economic alienation of many black people who feel no duty towards a country

which has not ensured their employment and improvement of living conditions. A slightly

different interpretation was offered by the Minister of Environmental Affairs and Tourism

when he pointed out that poor people often do not gain the same aesthetic appreciation of

their environment as well off people when they do not even have access to nature and the

environment that well off people do. He stated that “if the beauty of the environment is

completely outside the experience of people they will wonder what we are talking about”

(Vali Moosa, Minister of Environmental Affairs and Tourism).96 This is clearly an area for

further fascinating research and these possibilities can only be offered here as hypothesis. I

would assert more conclusively, however, that inasmuch as the stereotype of “the black

litter” is correct – an assumption that must itself be questioned – the reasons for this

behaviour cannot be reduced to “ignorance” or a lack of education.

So far we have seen how street traders are seen as the source or cause of litter and

“human waste” in the city. I have suggested that some white people judge this for both

“rational” reasons like environment and hygiene, and cultural reasons like ideas of public

and private space, the aesthetic ugliness of litter and ideas of civilised and uncivilised

behaviour. They presume, sometimes mistakenly, that people litter because they do not

know better, and do not consider other reasons such as the alienation which litterers

experience. The final point relates not to the cultural perceptions of litter and litterers, but to

                                                
95 The Tim Modise Show, SAFM, 31 May 2000
96 The Tim Modise Show, SAFM, 5 June 2000
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the more basic association between street traders and dirt. In order to demonstrate this, I

would like to return to a more detailed analysis of the extract from the interview with Sarah,

reproduced above on p. 142.

From the outset, Sarah’s reaction – it might be appropriate to say “gut” reaction – to

the CBD and the beachfront is highly negative, and she uses adjectives like “appalling” and

“awful” (8.149). She says that this negative opinion is not based on the fear of crime, but on

the “filth”. A short while later I asked a question which attempted to elicit a specific opinion

on street traders (8.164). What I had not realised is that her previous negative response to

the “filth” of Durban was a direct reference to the street traders themselves. She does not

clarify what she means by filth, whether street traders are seen to generate dirt or be

associated with it in other ways, but for her this is almost immaterial since she sees the two

as virtually synonymous. For her, the stress was both on discourses of “street-traders-as-

producers-of-dirt” and “street-traders-as-dirt”.97

Before leaving this discussion on pollution, the association of dirt and traders is not a

discourse to which all unquestioningly ascribe. In this extract, Sue related her

embarrassment when she heard a white woman associate street traders and filth:

Sue:98 .... Like this women’s forum I went to they had a woman stand up there, a white
woman, sensibly dressed white woman, English education, you know typical British
Briton with one ancestor in Britain and the rest buried here. And then they had another; a
black speaker I mean the women were living on the edge. And she got up and her speech
was about how beautiful and clean Durban used to be and how safe it was when she was a
little girl, and how ugly it is now and dirty and unsafe because these same people
shouldn’t do that and; it was very embarrassing 41.407

Richard: Arrogant. … 41.408

Sue: Ja I mean because there she’s sitting in a room full of people who didn’t know where
their next meal was coming from, they weren’t going home to a hot meal, they were
going home to sleep on the ground I mean 41.409

Richard: Under a tarpaulin 41.410

Sue: Under a piece of plastic and she’d been complaining because they were making
Durban dirty I mean they didn’t care about that. They couldn’t care how much sewerage
there is in; they didn’t build those er pipelines that fill up the harbour {mm}. They had no
knowledge of that 41.411

Here, Sue was embarrassed and apologetic at the “white woman’s” complete disregard for

the suffering which street traders endure as a result of their poverty. Sue felt that the woman

had an unbalanced sense of injustice when she complained about the aesthetic decline of the

                                                
97 A further example of traders-as-dirt is a letter to the editor which advised formal shop owners of
Durban to follow the example of shop owners of another town to “clean” the street traders from the
pavements in front of their shops by “throwing down a bucket of water and giving it a good scrub”.
“Funnily enough”, the letter writer stated “the street vendors soon disappeared”. (“Wash Away the Street
Vendor Blues” Sunday Tribune. Letters. 9 November 1997)
98 Sue: Female, ± 47, English, Born in SA - East London, Married (to Chris), Journalist, Interview 41 -
Sept 97.
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city while ignoring the human suffering being endured and even blaming it on those who

were suffering.

Street traders as disorderly and chaotic

The term “informal trade” was devised to describe trade not recognised by, and subject to,

the state in taxation and other bureaucratic systems, hence the interchangeability of the term

with “unofficial” or “un-regulated” trade (Rogerson and Preston-Whyte 1991: 2). The word

informal however, can invoke other meanings such as “casual”, “fluid”, “imprecise”,

“random”, “irregular” as opposed to the qualities of formal such as “fixed”, “exact”, and

“regular”. The very term “informal trade” suggests it is the inferior antithesis of lawful,

formal, regulated, sanctioned (proper) trade. The perception of street trade as unregulated is

used to link it to a series of degenerative associations. A Natal Witness editorial expresses

concern that “a completely unregulated trading environment is a licence for anarchy, and

there has to be some control of the type of businesses being conducted, and where it is

situated”.99

The following extract shows how Darryn identified the “informal” nature of the trade

as its chief problem. He then goes on to discuss how traders disrupt flows of motor and

pedestrian traffic.100

Richard: What do you make of that? [the Umgeni Road traders]? 7.129

Darryn:101 Down there? {ja} I think it’s very wrong. 7.130

Richard: You don’t like it? 7.131

Darryn: It’s (pause) because it’s informal, because it’s um, on the pavement, to such an
extent that there people literally walking in the road, it slows the traffic down and {mm}.
If I ever have to use it, I usually try and avoid it although I have had to use it on occasion,
it just like buggers up the traffic because there’re people stepping into the road it’s just so
congested especially on a Friday like right now. 7.132

Richard: What would you prefer to see? 7.133

Darryn: Um, find a place somewhere that isn’t [?]. The informal traders in Smith Street
and West Street should never be allowed there. That, I walk; I don’t walk slowly I walk
quickly. I can’t any more in town, I very rarely but it’s just impossible, it’s it’s
frustrating. I don’t think it lends any character to the town. (pause) You know, I suppose
if you; I was in Mauritius, and they had bright floral shirts on you’d think it’s trendy and
cosmopolitan but when they down here and it’s [Kaiser] Chiefs or it’s any old T-shirt ;.
7.134

Darryn’s argument here might reflect once again the perceived breach of the role of public

space we found in Jackie’s argument (above), although here with a different emphasis on

                                                
99 “CBD property values” The Natal Witness. 28 July 1988, p. 8
100 Various letters to the editors of local newspapers also reflected these views, such as N. Christeusen
who wrote “the free flow of pedestrian traffic on the pavements was restricted by the encroachment of the
informal traders’ makeshift and sordid arrangement of cardboard boxes, tables, etc. “Pavement Traders to
Blame for the Demise of the CBD” Daily News. 22 May 1998. Letters (N Christeusen)
101 Darryn: Male, 38, English, Born SA - Dbn, Unmarried, Catering Consultant, Interview 7 - Sep 96.
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what public space is used for. Writers such as Bauman (1993) and Sennett (1977) have

argued that generally in western urban design and use, public spaces have decreased as

spaces to be in and have increasingly become spaces to move through.102 South African

planners – and car dependent middle class South Africans generally – have similar

understandings that the public space of the city should be used for movement and flow

rather than sedentary activities. Hence there is concern with Umgeni Road, a major

thoroughfare for commuters and designed to be a railway entrance. To have “a whole

nation” encamped there conducting business and living is clearly antithetical to the

planners’ intended purpose of the place as a thoroughfare. Darryn referred to the disruption

it causes when people are forced to walk on the road, and interfering with the flow of traffic

as a result. Similarly, pavements are seen to be intended for flowing pedestrian access, not

fixed activities such as trade.

Street traders are also described at times as untidy, sloppy, chaotic and disorderly by

their very nature. Because they are “informal” they are unregulated and, in a sense,

unlicensed hawkers can set up shop within minutes anywhere they choose, and by definition

they do this without regard to any permission given by the city authorities. There appears to

be no bureaucratic body deciding whether it is a good idea that the traders are there,

although whether or not it is known to most outside observers, there are certainly structures

within trader groups that regulate activities. In the years immediately after apartheid, groups

such as street traders and land invaders were treated with kid gloves by the National Party

government from 1990 and the ANC-led government from 1994. They were keen to avoid

implementing controls which were apartheid-like. Western expectations of urban form were

set aside in favour of freedom, much to the frustration of many middle class South Africans.

Of late, the response of the city has been to try and regain some sort of control over street

traders. Authorities have attempted to implement some sort of regulatory mechanism in the

form of licences, have started to set up “formal” facilities which traders hire from the

council and more recently it has started to remove people from places it feels their activities

to be inappropriate. Debbie and Jenny provide examples of the desire to contain and

regulate trading.

Richard: What do you feel about [street traders]? 6.59

Debbie:103 Oh it makes, it makes the city look sloppy {mm} and um a bit chaotic, you
know like a market 6.60

Richard: Ja, what’s the solution do you think, I mean that’s, you’re not a planner, but what
would you prefer to see? 6.61

                                                
102 Bauman (1993: 176) cited Sennett (1977): “The public space is an arena to move through, not be in”.
103 Debbie: Interviewed Sep 96, Female, English, ±22 years old, Born South Africa, Single, Student
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Debbie: Um, well maybe um perhaps a more formal sort of area set aside for that sort …
perhaps you know with more amenities like they do with the taxi ranks, they provide
ablution blocks 6.62

---

Jenny:104 ... I think it [street trading] is something that one must face up to but I think that
the authorities um in each area, whoever controls it, should make them operate um in very
restricted areas. Give them an area, where ever it may be very difficult here because it’s
so overcrowded, difficult I don’t think you could set it up or anything on Musgrave road,
but um where possible give them an area um and then set them limits I mean cleanliness,
they must have toilet facilities, um they have got to be more um organised, can’t just have
this haphazard street trading, I think it’s appalling. But people have got to live and it’s
better than breaking into your house and stealing. So if it’s giving them a chance of bread
in their mouths and clothes and shoes for their children, I’m right behind it, but its; I don’t
know where you find the places for this to be done, I think that it’s an extremely difficult
situation 5.76

Jenny’s response was filled with the angst of trying to reconcile the need for the freedoms

of democracy on one hand and her dislike of the traders on the other. Clearly traders can no

longer be erased, and Jenny did demonstrate some sympathy for their need to subsist

(“people have got to live”). Moreover, their subsistence from trade is welcome in as much

as it minimises the criminal threat that this group (poor blacks) poses to the affluent.

Therefore, Jenny agreed that their activities are necessary – although perhaps not entirely

welcome – within the city and that it is right to “give them an area”. However, the desire to

designate a site for trade is at once both progressive and reactionary: it accepts a legitimate

role for trade in the city but expresses a desire to contain that activity. Of course, in

practice, street traders do not need to be given an area – they have claimed one for

themselves on the pavements of Durban. Jenny’s desire to “give them an area” is therefore a

desire to pre-empt the spontaneous, haphazard mushrooming of traders wherever they

choose and to prevent them being as out-of-place in the areas they currently occupy. To link

back to Darryn’s point, the intended purpose of streets is pedestrian and motorised traffic,

not trade. Traders should therefore be removed from these places and should operate in

purpose-built markets. The presence of traders on pavements sets up an ambivalent,

confused purpose for those spaces and in true modernist style, planners and affluent

observers are keen to restore spatial order to the city through clearly defined zones of

activity.

                                                
104 Jenny: Female, ±70, English, Born SA, Married, Housewife, Interview 5 - Aug 96.
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4 . 3  C O N C L U S I O N

This chapter has focused on the ways white people discuss the space of the CBD and

various newcomers like street traders who have moved into that space since

democratisation. I have attempted not to present an essentialist view of white people and I

have indicated where participants offered positive views on such change. I have focused,

however, on what seems to be a pervasive set of less positive ways in which many white

people view urban change. I have attempted to analyse this with reference to participants’

hierarchical senses of social difference and their relative position within it. In other words, I

have been concerned with white peoples’ sense of themselves as constructed in relation to

others.

The first part of this chapter assessed three interrelated themes that have emerged when

white people discuss the city. First, white people have withdrawn from the city and

relocated their activities to the suburbs. Second, black people have moved into the city

centre and this is particularly visible through activities like street trading. Third, crime has

increased, or is believed to have done so. Sometimes there is no association made between

these three trends and their parallel occurrence remains coincidental. In other cases,

however, there are assumed to be specific causal links, for example the influx of black

people is sometimes believed to have resulted in the increase in crime and, both the increase

in crime and influx of black people are sometimes seen to have resulted in the withdrawal

of whites.

However, phenomena like the withdrawal of white people cannot be seen – and indeed

is not always seen – as simplistically determined by the influx of black people. The decline

of central business areas is hardly unique to South Africa and the advent of out-of-town

shopping malls, decentralised employment and suburbanisation are trends which are taking

place throughout the world (Davis 1990). I argue, however, that it is no coincidence that in

South Africa the timing of such “decentralisation” has matched the growing and visible

presence of people of other races in the city. These people and activities are widely seen as

“Other” and their presence has made the city centre seem less attractive, healthy, safe, or at

a more visceral level, more disgusting to many whites. It is not necessary to debate whether

the relocation of shops prompted the “decline” of the centre, or vice versa. It is likely that

the migration of shops to malls and offices to edge city office complexes was a trend

symbiotically useful to most affluent shoppers and employees who were increasingly

uncomfortable in the city. The idea that a group like street traders is “bad” for the city

seems to be taken for granted by many whites, and indeed other middle class groups,

although that has not been explored here. Yet it is clear that there are two parts to the



Desegregating Minds, Chapter 4 156

equation to the so-called “death of the city”. The decision by white people to withdraw or

relocate financial and other support for this part of the city is just as instrumental as the

arrival of new groups in the city. At times, as I have suggested, this relocation is

independent of the influx of black people.

For many people, however, the decision to relocate is at least compatible with an

aversion to these newcomers and their various activities. The idea that “street traders are

killing the CBD” does not do justice to a process which could equally be described as “the

city is being killed by white people’s refusal to accommodate or work constructively with

urban change”. It is the perception, in a very literal sense, of street traders which has made

the city seem less attractive to whites. Mark Lowe, a senior DP local politician said

“informal trade on our city streets is a major eyesore”.105 Jacke (52.324, cited above on p.

144) complained that herbalists should not operate “where you can see it in city life” and

Jane (36.81 cited above on p. 138) argued that street traders obscured the “great displays”

which formal shops set up in their windows. Visibility, it seems, is as important as any

material impact that traders are having on the city. Bauman (1993) quoted at the outset of

this chapter indicated the importance of cities as “aesthetic spaces” and that aesthetic

enjoyment is only possible when there is believed to be a certain kind of control and order

in that space. In Durban, it is believed, that kind of control and order is now absent.

I have argued that even supposedly material impacts such as crime, disorder and

pollution, are understood by whites through deeply cultural frameworks of perception. Here

Beavon highlights how important white perceptions of the CBD are to decisions about

whether to use it:

He [Beavon] says the only chance the Johannesburg CBD has [for revival] is to stop crime,
and if that’s simply a figment of my white paranoia then stop my paranoia. People must
have the perception that downtown Johannesburg is clean and safe before they will venture
there willingly. Over the past few years, it is exactly the opposite perception, that of crime
and dirt, that has driven businesses out of the CBD in what Beavon calls “the helterskelter
run to the north”.106

It is conventional in identity studies to analyse negative perceptions of a marginal group by

mainstream society in terms of the identity construction of the latter. Indeed I believe this is a

very useful analysis for white people during white rule of South Africa. Stallybrass and White

argue that

Foucault’s concentration upon the contained outsiders-who-make-the-insiders-insiders (the
mad, the criminal, the sick, the unruly, the sexually transgressive) reveals just how far these
outsiders are constructed by the dominant culture in terms of the grotesque body. The
“grotesque” here designates the marginal, the low and the outside from the perspective of a

                                                
105 “Action Stations” Berea Mail. 29 September 1995, p. 1. (Box 4, page 140)
106 “Future of downtown Johannesburg is outs of step with the past” The Sunday Independent. 17 August
1997, p. 15)
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classical body situated as high, inside and central by virtue of its very exclusions.
(Stallybrass and White 1986: 22-23)

However, the irony of frameworks of understanding held by some white people which attempt

to marginalise and abnormalise groups like street traders, and to mark them as out-of-place, is

that the size and growing power of the group being scrutinised makes it anything but marginal.

They are not “contained” outsiders, but outsiders who have breached their confines. They have

appropriated spaces from which they were once excluded and made them theirs such that they

are often very much in-place on their own terms. While their ways of life and activities may be

described as abnormal or inferior by some whites, whites are a minority in society and the scale

of street trading is such that it is defining a new norm in itself. They have certainly gained a

level of legitimacy with the government which just years before waged an ongoing campaign of

eradicating street traders. In carving for themselves a “space” in the post apartheid city, traders

are re-writing the meaning and nature of those spaces they occupy. Whites find themselves

decreasingly able to define the activities that should and should not take place in cities, and less

able to implement “controls” to enforce those definitions. Many, therefore, feel that they lack

control and feel insecure and uncomfortable in them and consequently seek to avoid them. They

prefer, instead, to withdraw into areas which they feel are still controlled in the right way, such

as clean, street trader-free shopping malls with security guards and “lovely shops”. Having lost

control in the city, whites hope to find more scope for defining the identity of, and controlling,

suburbs.

Negative descriptions of street traders might not therefore be a simple process of othering

in which they are made to seem inferior to the powerful mainstream of white middle class

society. The fact that many of these negative descriptions point out threats towards white people

– such as the threat of crime, threat to health, threat to business and the economy, the threat to

the order of the city – may indicate a sense of insecurity and precariousness amongst whites. It

is difficult to know the extent to which “rational” judgements of black newcomers to the city act

as the acceptable articulations of more visceral feelings to these groups. As the following

chapters will explore, the paranoid fear of crime is, at least in part, the expression of many other

uncertainties about the future of whites in the new South Africa.

It is also possible to argue, that as well as describing a threat, many of these negative

descriptions also describe the out-of-placeness of street traders and other groups. After Douglas,

the definition of “dirt” is “matter out of place” and is therefore something which has

“transgressed” its boundary or container and is in a place where it does not belong. This gives a

new level of significance to the descriptions, above, that street traders are synonymous with dirt

and filth. The perception of traders as unhygienic or as dirty in their practices is potentially a

reference to the fact that they have breached their boundaries and are seen as out of place in the

city.
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Order is inscribed in and through space and place – the landscape is the truth already
established. The truth is established in the multiplicity of boundaries and territories that
make up the landscape, in the brick walls, green fields and barbed wire fences. Through the
division of space, “truth” is established and order is maintained. Boundaries and areas carry
with them expectations of good and appropriate behavior. Places gain meaning in history
and those meanings stick. To act out-of-place is simply to fail to recognize (or recognize all
too well) the truth which has been established. (Cresswell 1994: 55)

It is clear, then, that white people’s perceptions of changes in the CBD are inseparable from

general cultural perceptions of society, difference and space. White people have very

particular expectations of “good and appropriate conduct” for the space of the CBD and

many of the changes in the city have gone against those expectations. By their very

presence, street trades have altered white people’s sense of place – in some cases rendering

the once modern and civilised space as “African” and “third world”. The withdrawal of

whites from the city centre is, in some ways, indicative of this group “washing its hands” of

the failed attempt to create a first world city, and concentrating their resources instead in

privatised spaces of shopping malls, office parks and gated communities. Yet even in the

suburbs, those with first world pretensions struggle to maintain adequate distance from

those they see as threatening to their ambitions, as will be explored in the following

chapters.



5 

Middle Class Neighbourhoods become

“African Kraals”: The Impact of

Squatters and Vagrants

In the slum, the bourgeois spectator surveyed and classified his own antithesis.
(Stallybrass and White 1986: 128)

Young married men from 500-odd homes loaded the guns they kept hidden in their
sock and handkerchief drawers. Some, like Stuart Smith, sent their toddlers to
relatives “just in case”. They took leave from work, mounted a control centre, hired a
batch of two-way radios and are keeping an eagle eye on the 44 ha open patch
earmarked for Zevenfontein’s squatters – land that is only metres away from their
pristine new houses. Neighbours who were strangers are suddenly brothers and
buddies in arms in an around-the-clock military-style operation, aimed at defending
their castles. They communicate vigorously by two-way radio. They urgently summon,
not John, Joe or Bert, but Echo One, Two or Three. They have dug trenches across the
roads, and it is rumoured, mined a low-level bridge leading into the suburb. The
women, including the wives of black Bloubosrand homeowners, rotate in shifts
preparing food for the men on patrol. Yuppie accountants with clipped English
accents and Paul Simon T-shirts have thrown up roadblocks to keep out squatters who
might creep in at night with corrugated iron and cardboard.1

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the generally hostile response of many white

people to the arrival of squatters2 and vagrants who are, in various ways, portrayed as a

threat to the formal neighbourhood. The dislike of squatters is justified by the argument that

they are not occupying their land legitimately because they do not own it. Opponents of

squatters attempt to erode sympathy for them by portraying them as greedy or by arguing

that squatting is caused by overpopulation. Squatters are depicted as lawbreakers that

                                                
1 “Whites Patrol Squatter Camp” Business Day. 22 January 1992, p. 2 and “Bloubos Rand’s Brothers in
Arms” Sunday Times 9 Feb 1992.
2 There is a legal distinction between squatter settlements, which occupy land illegally, and informal or
irregular settlements, which may occupy land legally but lack building or servicing permits (Phillips
1992: 1). However, this chapter uses the term squatter settlements in the generic sense understood by
much of the public which tends to conflate the two meanings. The word “shack” is also related to squatter
settlements as a way of referring to the informal type of housing they characterise. Also, the word “slum”
has in certain periods of history been used to refer to poor quality urban housing, particularly in the inner
city.



Desegregating Minds, Chapter 5 160

should be treated as trespassers. Such discourses contain remnants of colonial and apartheid

constructs of squatters, but whites find themselves unsupported by the dominant ideology,

which is now broadly sympathetic to “previously disadvantaged groups”. Great frustration

is therefore directed by residents of formal neighbourhoods at “the government”, which

seemingly refuses to do anything about squatting.

This chapter is structured into five parts. By way of background, the first section

contrasts the treatment of squatters before and after democracy. Whereas squatters were

historically targeted for removal, they are now treated as a more or less permanent fixture

on the landscape by the government, leaving opponents of squatting with no way of

demanding their removal. The second section identifies a series of perceived “threats”

associated with squatters.3 These threats include tangible material threats to safety, property

values and political power, and less tangible, non-material threats to values, morals, norms,

and a certain suburban sense of place. The third section examines some of the discourses

which attempt to justify the dislike of squatters and which are used to argue in favour of

action against squatting. In particular, three arguments emerge from the material: that

squatters have no rights as they occupy land illegally; that squatters’ apparent poverty is in

fact false; and that the cause of squatting is overpopulation and is therefore within the

control of squatters themselves. The fourth section examines briefly the emergence of gated

communities and security architecture as a response to perceived threats of squatters and

other groups. Finally, the chapter concludes with a brief look at some more progressive

views of squatters.

The most difficult challenge facing the analysis of exclusionary discourse in post-

apartheid South Africa is attempting to understand the role of “race” and “racism” as a

motivating force in segregation (Dixon and Reicher 1997: 371, see quote above). Saff

argues that although “racial prejudice” could be the basis for some exclusionary discourse,

the dominant underlying cause of such responses by whites to groups such as squatters is

the defence of their private property and “relative privilege” (2001: 102). The main

evidence Saff uses is the fact that groups other than whites express similar rejections of

squatters:

[T]here is an attitudinal convergence across space when it comes to opposition to squatters,
and that this can only be satisfactorily explained by referring to the mutuality of interests
that relatively privileged groups, irrespective of race, have in protecting “their” space from
the encroachment of those lower down the urban order. (Saff 2001: 91)

                                                
3 In the literature, Phillips (1992: 3) and Emmett (1992: 75) also used the idea of “threats” to classify
white responses to squatters. 
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This explanation, although not inaccurate in itself, is unsatisfactory as a comprehensive

explanation for the dislike of squatters. The limitation of his argument is the confinement of

the role of race to one of “racial prejudice”, presumably defined as the irrational dislike of

blacks by whites and the resultant desire for segregation (I say presumably as Saff does not

define the role of race). The notions of prejudice or racism, I have argued in Chapter 3, is an

inadequate explanation for the drive to segregate so evident in the nineteenth and twentieth

centuries.4 Segregation was a means to achieve a certain kind of city, a certain sense of

place and a certain notion of identity all revolving around civilisation and modernity.

One of Saff’s main arguments is that squatters are disliked as they cause the financial

value of properties to fall. The problem with this position is that the value of properties is

simply a reflection of what middle class people are prepared to pay for them. If they are not

willing to pay as much for a property with squatters present as without, then this returns us

to the starting point: what do whites think of squatters? In other words, it is not the squatters

themselves that threaten the value of middle class properties, but the negative reaction of

whites to squatters. If, as Saff argues, landowners have a “built-in incentive to do anything

to maintain property value” they might do well to avoid broadcasting the arrival of squatters

in their area as bad for the value of their property which, in turn, causes a drop in the value

of their properties (Saff 2001: 102). Instead, we find repeated cases of middle class

residents complaining, at length, about the presence of squatters. The perceived negative

perception of squatters far outweighs, for some, any conciliatory discourse on the potential

for shared space.

I argue that while the instinct to defend property value is indeed at the core of white

resentment of squatters, it is an inadequate explanation on its own for this resentment.

Squatters impact on more than the bank balance: they impact on residents’ sense of place

and therefore on their self-perception as western, modern, civilised people. The role of this

cannot be diminished in comparison to (or even separated from) the role of the defence of

material interests. The fear of a devalued property is not the only or primary fear

experienced by whites, and falling property values are themselves indicative of these other

fears. Put in this way, the debate should not revolve around the relative impact of race and

class in motivating for segregation (as Saff seems to see it) but should rather concentrate on

the way whites construct “value” and on the way squatters are seen to threaten that value.

                                                
4 See, in particular, the quote from Parry (1983) on p. 101 above.
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5 . 1  S Q U A T T E R  SE T T L E M E N T S  B E F O R E  A N D  AF T E R

D E M O C R A C Y

Under white government, squatters in South Africa received the focused attention of

authorities who poured much of their energy and resources into eliminating “the squatter

problem”. Squatter settlements were constantly pathologised, and were presented as

dysfunctional and problematic. According to Maylam, the slums were associated with

“disease, crime, drunkenness and vice” (1982: 10). Legislation in the early part of the

century such as the Public Health Act of 1919, the Natives (Urban Areas) Act of 1923, and

the Slums Act of 1934 concentrated on the management of “slums” in order to ensure

public health. These Acts had been preceded by the Assaults on Women Commission

(1913) and the Tuberculosis Commission (1914) and appeared in the context of a fear of

diseases and plagues (Davenport and Saunders 2000: 272; Robinson 1996: 59; Swanson

1977). Along with concerns about public health, slums were a source of worry because of

the difficulty of controlling and administrating them. Much of the logic behind the

provision of planned locations, townships, compounds and hostels was to enable

surveillance and control (Crush 1994; Maylam 1982: 11; Robinson 1996: 158). Slum areas,

Robinson states,

… make it very difficult for authorities to perform a wide variety of tasks, from service
provision to policing and political control. And in South Africa, where detailed supervision
of black people was considered the norm, shack settlements were a positive hindrance.
(Robinson 1996: 159)

Indeed, as Maylam (1983: 419) has confirmed, part of the attraction of slum areas for black

people was a greater degree of freedom from restrictive control of employers and authorities

(also see Edwards 1994: 418).

During the increased urbanisation of Africans around the Second World War, the

chronic shortage of urban housing created the context for the emergence of settlements such

as Cato Manor, West of Durban. Cato Manor began to transform into a shack area in the

1930s when the Indian owners of the land began leasing plots to black tenants (Maylam,

1983: 413; Popke 2000: 240, 2001: 743). By 1950 it accommodated 50 000 people

(Maylam 1982: 9; 1983: 415). Even though the settlement fell outside the municipal

boundaries of Durban, it attracted the concern of the city’s authorities who were keen to see

it demolished. A representative of the Westville Local Administration and Health Board

reported that “Natives of vile character are putting up shanties and between making beer

and creating disturbances are causing my Board to receive complaints from residents”

(Maylam 1983: 414). Indian ratepayers, who felt threatened by disease, pollution and theft,

were as vociferous as whites in their opposition of squatters (Maylam 1983: 416).
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 From 1948, apartheid policies came to the aid of those who wanted to deal with

squatting (favouring whites rather than Indians) with an even more systematic and stringent

set of legislation to confront squatter settlements than had been available until then. For

example, the Prevention of Illegal Squatting Act (1951) enabled the Native Affairs minister

to evict squatters from public and private land more easily (Davenport and Saunders 2000:

390). Many of the squatter camps which had been a menace to white residential areas, such

as Cato Manor, were cleared under the 1950 Group Areas Act, and prepared for white

suburban occupation or left vacant as “buffer zones” intended to be “neutral territory”

which would function to keep race groups apart. As with locations around the turn of the

century, planned formal townships became the mechanism for attempting to gain control

over these populations (Popke 2000: 242). Umlazi township for black people and

Chatsworth for Indian people were built largely through the desire to relocate residents of

Cato Manor into planned residential areas that would separate the races. By 1966, 40*000

Indian people and 120*000 black people had been relocated and the Cato Manor shack

settlement had been demolished (Popke 2000: 243). Paradoxically, although whites insisted

on the removal of all Indians and blacks, they did not make use of Cato Manor as a site for

their own occupation and the land became derelict, overgrown by weeds and bush (Edwards

1994: 422). In the 1980s, the local government adopted the position that Cato Manor should

return to Indian occupation and various programmes were explored to this effect. However

due to government inertia and resistance from surrounding areas, most of the land remained

vacant and therefore vulnerable to occupation by those who grew frustrated with the lack of

progress with housing delivery generally, and with the fate of Cato Manor specifically

(Edwards 1994: 423). Ironically therefore, in the case of Cato Manor, it was the formal

residents and government themselves who created the conditions for the re-establishment of

squatter settlements in the 1990s.

In the final decades of apartheid, the state began to lose its battle with unplanned urban

settlement and the instruments used to keep poor blacks out of white people’s urban

lifeworlds collapsed. One form of the growth of squatting was in or alongside formal black

townships so that black urban areas became patchworks of formal and informal housing as

squatters began “in-filling” into vacant pockets of land. These informal areas consisted of

residents born in urban areas unable to live in formal areas due to “chronic housing

shortage, low wages and high unemployment” (Crankshaw, Heron and Hart 1992: 136, also

see Boaden and Taylor 1992: 146). Another form was the appearance of squatting in vacant

land that was close to other formal residential areas zoned for Indian, Coloured and white
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use such as Cato Manor.5 Much of the original influx into Cato Manor was prompted by

violence in townships and the rural areas between the ANC aligned United Democratic

Front (UDF) and the conservative Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP), which had a predominantly

Zulu constituency (Popke 2000: 246).6 In 1990 there were an estimated 300 shacks in Cato

Crest – the area immediately adjacent to the white Manor Gardens residential area. By 1995

there were 30600 residents in Cato Crest.

As well as refugees fleeing violence, squatting also came about through opposition

political groups mobilising their supporters to seize land. During the early 1990s,

newspapers carried reports of “land invasions”, which involved the organisation of groups

of poor black people to occupy vacant land.7 The perceived threat to “established areas” is

exemplified by the following newspaper extracts:

Speculation in the greater Durban area is rampant, with many people in squatter areas
claiming they have been told of plans to move them on to vacant plots in the city and its
surrounding suburbs.8

Since the UDF campaign will be national it is expected that some of these squatters would
also move onto vacant white land and dwellings around Durban.9

Much of the controversy was sparked by Mr Ronnie Mamoepa, the publicity secretary of

the Southern Transvaal United Democratic Front (UDF)10, who announced that his

organisation would be embarking on a nation-wide campaign to occupy vacant urban land.

Mamoepa’s announcement followed a series of government “crack downs” on squatters in

various parts of the country. In his speech he invited “‘all interested parties’ to move on to

areas of residential land, including white areas as part of a ‘democratic initiative to provide

homes for our homeless people’”.11 He justified it as a solution to the homelessness and

                                                
5 Many of the frustrations with squatters experienced by whites have been experienced arguably on a
wider and more severe scale by Indians who were closer to black residential areas. (“The Us and Them
Game” Sunday Tribune 22 February 1998 (Anand Singh))
6 Edwards dates the start of shack construction to 1987 (1994: 423).
7 “UDF Proposes squatter programme” The Natal Witness. 17 July 1990; “Police slam UDF plan to
“invade” vacant land” Daily News 17 July 1990; “UDF set to grab “empty” land, homes” The Mercury.
17 July 1990; “Kriel to meet UDF on Govt aid to the homeless” The Natal Witness. 18 July 1990; “UDF
to discuss the Natal land issue: Rumours that squatters plan to move into city” Daily News. 18 July 1990.
“UDF call to squat on unused land condemned” The Mercury. 18 July 1990.; “UDF campaign to house
squatters in empty flats” The Post. 18 July 1990; “ANC-UDF joint squatter move” Natal Mercury. 20
July 1990; “UDF and ANC to discuss land grab” Daily News. July 1990; “Talks over land squat call”
Sunday Times. 22 July 1990
8 “UDF to discuss the Natal land issue: Rumours that squatters plan to move into city” Daily News. 18
July 1990.
9 “UDF campaign to house squatters in empty flats” The Post. 18 July 1990
10 The United Democratic Front (UDF) formed in 1983 to challenge apartheid policies as a response to
the vacuum created by the banning of the African National Congress (ANC), Pan Africanist Congress
(PAC), and other organisations in the 1960s.
11 “ANC-UDF joint squatter move” Natal Mercury. 20 July 1990
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landlessness experienced by many people in the country.12 From the point of view of the

UDF and ANC and similar bodies, land invasions also performed an important symbolic

role whereby people were reclaiming land from which they had been excluded under

apartheid.

Needless to say, the reaction from nearby formal residential neighbourhoods was

characterised by outrage and horror rather than democratic optimism. In the following

extracts, two residents of Manor Gardens recount their experiences of having a squatter

settlement establish itself over the road from where they lived.

Caren:13 [When we first looked at buying the house] we couldn’t see anything over there.
The people that were moving out were nervous that something would start and we didn’t
believe it would. We didn’t know, you know, we knew there were the odd few people
living in there like like vagrants and what have you, and we didn’t know that but there
was all lovely bush over there… And we decided to take a chance. We were taking a bit
of a chance I think but – looking back on reflection – but we really felt we were near
town, its um, its got potential, and we felt that the children with another 8 years maybe 9
years of schooling and we felt right we could come in here, its a nice place, you know the
whole place was near town, and to fix it up a bit. We haven’t done much. I’ve done a lot
on the garden there wasn’t a garden at all. Um then literally within about a year and a half
they [squatters] started pouring in. In fact over a three week period its just a nightmare
watching them pouring in. And there was nothing we could do about it. 2.33

---

John:14 I was leaving to go overseas on business and I was overseas for two weeks, three
weeks. I couldn’t believe it when I got back (laughs). I heard knocking and banging the
night I left. Three weeks later I got back - there was just this total influx of people into the
area. 14.164

White people’s experience of squatters varies considerably. People such as Caren and

John who live on the “edge” of suburbs experience squatters at close quarters since they are

adjacent to more open land which is susceptible to occupation. On the other hand, those

who live in the middle of built up areas such as the Berea feel that they are not exposed to

this contingency since there is no vacant land on which squatters could establish

themselves. As one resident explained,

Judy:15 … the older areas also have less chance of being inundated by squatter
communities and that too, or that are you know that are less threatened I mean probably
people want to buy here because there’s no vacant land that can go anyway, I mean you
know lot of people I know that are living like behind the hospital or something I mean
they’re right on top of, what’s it called { } Cato Crest or something and they said there’re
just endless gunshots and this and that and trouble and everything else you know so those
aren’t really very good places | [ ]   32.39

                                                
12 This claim can be supported by the literature which suggests a housing backlog of millions of units and
a complete failure to allocate land for black occupation even after influx control was abandoned in 1986
(Lemon 1996).
13 Caren: Female, ±38, English, Born Malawi, Married, Bookkeeper, Interview 2 – Aug 96.
14 John: Male, 50s, English, Born in England, Married (to Alice), Financial Director, Interview 14 - Sep
96.
15 Judy: Female, 43, English, Born in SA - Jhb, Married, Computer training, Interview 32 - Aug 97.
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Richard: It’s close to here as well that’s the funny thing I mean it’s not that far   32.40

Judy: I know I know but a lot of these places are very close but you know we seem to be
32.41

Richard: People feel safer here?  32.42

Judy: Ja because there’s nothing vacant, they’re not like building shacks on the corner
there (laughing)   32.43

In this extract, Judy identified the value of the absence of vacant land, arguably one of the

most important criterion for the valuation of land amongst the middle class in the new South

Africa. People who live in the centre of established residential areas are unlikely to have

vacant land nearby and therefore do not fear being “inundated” by squatters, to use Judy’s

wording. These people are still affected by squatters, however, and can be said to

experience squatters from a distance, for example, driving past squatters in the car. Their

experience of squatters can affect their sense of place at a broad city-level, but does not

particularly alter their feelings about their immediate neighbourhood in the same way that

people such as Caren and John might experience a change in their living space.

Furthermore, they are not immune from contact with the city’s “underclass”, which can

come into contact with middle class residents right in the heart of the suburb. “Vagrancy”

and “loitering” have been identified in various press articles as a major cause for concern

for suburban residents, and although a built up environment can prevent squatting it cannot

prevent the occupation of suburban spaces such as roadsides, parks, vacant lots, and bus

shelters by “problematic groups”. As the discussion will show, vagrants have been

associated with various problems including crime, sexually immoral behaviour, littering,

defecation and urination.

5 . 2  TH E  D I S L I K E  O F  SQ U A T T E R S :  P E R C E I V E D  TH R E A T S

Whether near or far from squatters, formal residents generally expressed a dislike of, or at

least a discomfort with, this urban phenomenon. Even if people did not have squatters near

their homes, they disliked their presence elsewhere in the city because they would have to

encounter them when moving around. People either said that they would not want squatters

to establish near their homes, or if they were already established near their homes, they said

that they wanted the squatters to be moved. The reasons given for the dislike of squatters

present the squatters as a threat to established formal residents, especially in terms of crime,

health, and decreased property value. Less tangibly, squatters are also disliked because

formal residents have an altered sense of place, with which most are uncomfortable. Each of

these threats will be examined in turn, but in order to set the scene, the atmosphere of siege

is dramatically captured in one newspaper article which focused on an affluent white
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married couple, Dennis and Val, objecting to a local government decision allowing

squatters to live near their green-belt home on the outskirts of Johannesburg (Box 5, below).

Box 5: “It’s Survival of the Fittest, Says Angry Horse-Belt ‘Liberal’”

Sunday Times . 9 February 1992

VAL and Dennis Keightley are wealthy, English
speaking and politically progressive.

Or at least they were – until last week when the
Randburg council pulled the rug from under their riding
boots by allocating 44 hectares of nearby veld to
thousands of Zevenfontein squatters.

This week Dennis Keightley joined residents from
upmarket Inanda and middle-class Bloubosrand in
patrolling the streets surrounding his R1,2-million
property and manning a roadblock to keep squatters out.

“I have always been to the left, but now I am moving
the other way. I am starting to see what Africa is all
about – it’s the survival of the fittest,” said the
professional diamond marker.

“I certainly don’t want the AWB in here, but if those
squatters come in I will do everything in my power to
defend my property and my family,” said his
showjumper wife, Val.

“When this started my son wouldn’t go to school
because, he said, he had to look after his pony in case the
squatters came and tried to eat it.

“People might accuse us of being filthy rich, by
we’ve worked hard to get what we have. When my
husband arrived in South Africa 26 years ago he had R30
in his pocket and that was all.

“We moved here 11 years ago from Bryanston
because we wanted to be in the countryside. I’ve created
a world for myself and my family. I don’t know about

politics, I don’t even go to the shops, all I do is ride in
the greenbelt. Now they want to change it all and turn it
into a dump.

“There are already squatters living along the river, I
see them when I go riding, and already the place is a
mess.”

What the Keightleys are opposed to is thousands of
squatters moving in less than 1 km from their new home-
stead, not because the new-comers are black, but because
44 hectares would not contain an impoverished and
largely unemployed population for long, they said.

“Don’t get me wrong, I am not against people having
proper houses, but there will never be enough room.
They’ll spill out, and then where will they go?

“We already have a pilfering problem here. We can
never get the police out here has it is. Once a women was
being raped down the road and it took the police hours to
arrive. Now we’ll have to get double barbed wire fences
and Rottweilers,” Mrs Keightley said.

“Why should outsiders get houses anyway, why
shouldn’t our staff who have worked for us for years
have first option?

Her husband added: “It’s not a black-white thing – it
basically boils down to bad town planning. You can’t put
sub-economic housing in the middle of a suburb. The
government took away influx control and left nothing in
its place. If we don’t make a stand here no-one is safe.”

In the article, Val said “When this started my son wouldn’t go to school because, he said, he

had to look after his pony in case the squatters came and tried to eat it”. While there are

many “rationalised” explanations that squatters are dangerous, this surreal, nightmarish

scenario expressed by a child reveals an irrational terror that the child could only have

compiled from conversations of those around him about the grave threat squatters posed to

them. The child’s reasoning could either have drawn from his sense that the squatters were

hungry because of their impoverishment or from a sense that the squatters were savage and

barbaric. The feared attack on the pony represented an attack on their middle class lifestyle

in which ponies are the quintessential suburban pet. Val, his mother, provided us with an

example of this sense of overwhelming threat elsewhere in the article when she said that “if

those squatters come in I will do everything in my power to defend my property and my

family”, as if they were essentially going into a war. Her husband, Dennis, had indeed gone

into full bunker-mode by joining his neighbours in patrolling the streets and setting up

roadblocks “to keep squatters out”. Dennis said that he had always been politically
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progressive but that he was now reconsidering his stance because of these developments.

He said that he was beginning to realise that Africa was about the “survival of the fittest”.

Crime and the threat to safety

In her objection to the council’s decision to locate squatters to empty ground near her home,

Val said

We already have a pilfering problem here. We can never get the police out here as it is.
Once a women was being raped down the road and it took the police hours to arrive. Now
we’ll have to get double barbed wire fences and Rottweilers.16

Implicit in Val’s statement is that the presence of squatters will increase crime. Although

there was already a crime problem, she believed that the arrival of squatters would

exacerbate the problem and that they will have to improve the security of their property.

The association between squatters and an increased likelihood in crime and a threat to

personal security is a widely-held view. It is generally understood that formal residential

areas adjacent to squatter settlements have higher levels of crime, and that they are a likely

source of crime in the neighbouring suburbs. This is a view even held by those who live in

the centre of built-up areas who live nowhere near squatters, as the following extract shows:

Karen:17 … If it [squatting] was moving up here then I would worry and would probably
move.  9.96

Richard: So you wouldn’t want it nearby?  9.97

Karen: No.  9.98

Richard: Why specifically?  9.99

Karen: For security I think.  9.100

Richard: Security.  9.101

Karen: Ja.  9.102

Richard: Okay.   9.103

Karen: I mean I understand that people have to have a place to live and things like that
but, it would bother me if it was home alone in the evening, and it was nine o’ clock, and
I knew there was a squatter area sort of a hundred metres down the road.  9.104

Despite Karen’s sympathy for squatters, she clearly felt uncomfortable about the prospect of

having squatters living nearby because she felt it could jeopardise her personal safety.

James felt threatened by the presence of squatters elsewhere in the city and this affects his

mobility:

Richard: [What do you think of squatters in places like Cato Manor?]  57.110

James:18 I think it’s dreadful. I think the whole thing is out of control and if you look at the
ring road here,19 that is absolutely appalling. And it’s not safe, that’s the other thing. It’s

                                                
16 “It’s Survival of the Fittest, Says Angry Horse-Belt ‘Liberal’” Sunday times. 9 February 1992 (see Box
5, page 167)
17 Karen: Female, ±21, English, Born in SA - Jhb, Unmarried, Science Student, Interview 9 - Sep 96.
18 James: Male, ± 60, English, Born SA - Dbn, Married (to Mel), Banking, Interview 57 - Oct 97.
19 The squatter settlement to which James was referring was probably “Canaan” squatter camp on the N2
road. This settlement was, in fact, relocated some time after this interview because it was built on a
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not safe for motorists because if on that road it’s an absolute hazard. You actually have to
avoid those sort of areas at night.   57.111

For James, squatters pose a threat to motorists because they are an “absolute hazard” to road

users, thereby affecting even those who did not live near squatters.

A positive link was also made by some residents between the increased presence of

vagrants within the suburbs and crime. One local conservative agitator – whose reactionary

diatribes are occasionally featured in Berea Mail articles as if they were normative opinions

– was quoted in one article saying that “the crime rate had risen from the time of the influx”

of street traders, vagrants and beggars onto the Berea.20 Certain spaces frequented by

vagrants became associated with crime in the local media. Rapson Park in Morningside

became known as a place “where rape, murder, assault, prostitution, and the consumption of

alcohol had become rife”.21 An “overgrown plot” in Morans Lane, Umbilo,

…provided a good hiding place for thieves, muggers, prostitutes, drug pedlars (sic) and
liquor sellers.

“We see men sit down in the grass – and when they stand up, they carry off a
microwave or television,” they said.

The residents said about 25 people of all races gathered on the plot, drinking, smoking
drugs and making a noise.

“We once had two break-ins in one week,” one of the residents said.
“They stay there all day and all night, and there seem to be more and more of them

every day,” they said. 22

The automatic association between crime and squatters and vagrants is not always

explained. For some people, there is a racial causality, crime being a consequence of the

squatters being black. The following newspaper article quotes a woman who drew on this

logic:

“But the biggest concern is our safety and security. The land that has been set aside for
them is just opposite us. There are no fences. What is going to keep them out?” When
asked why she considered blacks to be a threat, the woman appeared surprised by the
question: “You don’t know them – that’s all I can say. You don’t know them. They don’t
work, all they do is steal. If you’re not wide awake, they’d steal the bed from under you.”23

As Davenport and Saunders explain, the urbanisation of black people “has long been

assumed to result in the increase of crime” (Davenport and Saunders 2000: 356). Today, of

course, this is a discredited explanation, which means that people would mostly talk in such

terms when they are in familiar company, making quotes such as the above somewhat

unusual. Many of the complainants were keen to stress that problematic vagrants were

people “of all races”, an attempt to avoid the impression that their complaints were racially

                                                                                                                                              

geologically unstable slope. 
20 “Vagrants and Street Traders a Major Worry” Berea Mail. 31 May 1996, p. 2.
21 “Residents Want Rapson Park Fenced” Berea Mail. 15 September 1995, p.1 (Lisa-Jane Paul)
22 “‘Takkie squad’ clean up crime in Morans Lane” Berea Mail. 8 march 1996, p. 1 (Lisa-Jane Paul)
23 “The elephant in the living room” Weekly Mail. P. 12, 14 Feb 1992 (Phillip van Niekerk)
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motivated. For some respondents, the reason why squatters are likely to steal is quite simply

because of their poverty.

Kevin:24 What one needs to do is take a human perspective um the poorer people are, the
greater the want and the need. The greater the need, the greater the temptation is to [steal]
33.262

---

Lindsay:25 … if these people want food they’re going to steal.  31.198

In both of these comments, squatters’ need is emphasised while the relative affluence of

formal residential areas is treated is normative and unproblematic. It is the poverty of the

squatters, rather than the affluence of the formal residents, which causes squatters to steal.

In other words, although social inequality is seen to be the problem, these two speakers

problematise poverty which is only one side of social inequality.

Another popular reason used to show that crime is associated with squatters is that

squatter settlements are seen to be spaces where criminals can evade the police who are

reluctant to follow them there or go looking for them. As one participant put it, squatter

settlements are so dangerous because “they harbour all the criminals” (34.183). One couple

living within metres of Cato Crest squatter settlement elaborated this danger posed by

squatter settlements:

John:26 There was a gentlemen across the road there who, whenever he saw a vehicle in
our drive-way would run across with a brick, throw a brick through the window, grab
what was inside and run back there. The police couldn’t do a thing about it because of the
new constitution and search warrants and the whole change in law, they couldn’t chase
the guy back into a shack … without getting a search warrant. By the time you’ve got a
search warrant and all that, obviously, whatever he’s taken out of the car has disappeared
further into the squatter camp. But putting up the [?] fence has solved that.  14.82

Alice:27 And we had a robbery here   14.83

John: Ja but that wasn’t them  14.84

Alice: Ja, we don’t think so. But they ran;  probably hid there.  14.85

John: [ ] One of the problems is that people who rob in the area {ja}, just run across there
to hide because nobody’s going to follow them there  14.86

Alice: No formal housing.  14.87

John: The police won’t even go in there without an armed vehicle. So, you know, all
you’ve got to do - if you have the right shade skin - is just run across the road and you,
nobody’s going to; you know.  14.88

Alice: You just disappear  14.89

John: Disappear, ja [ ]  14.90

                                                
24 Kevin: Male, ± 55, English, Born in Gyana, Married (to Alison), Business advisor, Interiew 33 - Aug
97.
25 Lindsay:  Female, 74, English, Born in SA - Vryheid, Widow, Retired, Interview 31 - Aug 97.
26 John: Male, 50s, English, Born in England, Married (to Alice), Financial Director, Interview 14 - Sep
96.
27 Alice: Female, 50s, English, Born in SA, Married (to John), Secretary, Interview 14 - Sep 96.
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The “danger” of squatter settlements is that they are seen to be zones in which formal

residents and police lack control. 28 They are a convenient way for criminals to access

formal residential areas and an easy place for them to hide. Formal residents feel exposed

and vulnerable when they are living (literally) a stone’s throw away from relatively

untouchable people who have a reason to threaten them, not the least of which is their

poverty. In his reference to having “the right shade of skin” (14.88), John addresses the

racial composition of the respective residential areas, and in particular, the fact that the

squatter settlement consists exclusively of black people. It would be unfair to say that John

is necessarily arguing that black people are more likely to be criminal, but he is certainly

arguing that black people have an advantage if they want to commit crime since they can

just run across the road and “disappear”. Therefore, although not all squatters are thieves,

rapists or murderers, it is impossible to tell harmless and innocent squatters from criminals,

with the result that every squatter is a potential threat.

The crime to which people refer does indeed have a basis in people’s everyday

experiences. Participants who live near Cato Crest squatter settlement related experiences of

thefts, robberies and other crimes and said that these crimes have increased since the arrival

of squatters.

Chris:29 But when we moved here, you could still park outside, but we’ve had, her
brother’s car was; we heard the alarm go off but we went up and we stopped them {mm}
um, Angela, her daughter’s friend had his car stolen here  41.73

---

John:30 Um because of petty theft, we’ve had to put up that [?] fence across there ...  14.80

Alice:31 Because we had three cars were broken into. Three different cars during a week -
one week (laughs)   14.81

Although there is a degree of accuracy in white people’s expectations that squatter

settlements are likely to be associated with crime, it is also the case that this supposedly

objective observation is overlaid with subjective perceptions. The perceived criminality of

squatter settlements posits them as fundamentally threatening, while the formal

neighbourhoods are shown to be vulnerable, passive, essentially innocent victims of this

new urban menace. This is demonstrated in the following extract of a Berea Mail

                                                
28 This concern has been expressed in various forms throughout the history of slums in South Africa
(Robinson 1996).
29 Chris: Male, ± 60, Afrikaans, Born in SA - Krugersdorp, Married (to Sue), Journalist, Interview 41 -
Sept 97.
30 John: Male, 50s, English, Born in England, Married (to Alice), Financial Director, Interview 14 - Sep
96.
31 Alice: Female, 50s, English, Born in SA, Married (to John), Secretary, Interview 14 - Sep 96.
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newspaper article reporting on the comments of a local right wing politician Brendan

Willmer:

Let the message go out to all he low-life scum who infest our suburbs – we’ve had enough
and we’re fighting back! … “If the state will not protect us, if the police cannot clean-up
our streets, then we must do it ourselves” said [Mr Willmer] … “A tidal-wave of crime has
engulfed us and its up to us to fight back” … Mr Willmer said as a result of crime-
infestation, property values were dropping, insurance premiums had rocketed and law-
abiding citizens were living behind bars.32

Here we can see that the fear of crime is a tool of reactionary politics, whereby residents of

formal areas are posited as innocent law-abiding citizens struggling not to drown in “a tidal-

wave of crime”. In reality, of course, squatters themselves are far more susceptible to crime

since they do not have access to security systems and assistance from security firms and

police.33 It would be inaccurate to assume, as Willmer seems to, that the residents of middle

class suburbs were the only or even the main victims of crime.

Furthermore, the concern about crime can easily become an expression of a generalised

fear of squatters and other aspects of urban change. Emmett has argued that increasing

crime levels in the country only exacerbate already negative perceptions of squatters.

The threat inspired by shack dwellers appears … to be related more to an underlying sense
of insecurity based on escalating crime rates and political violence in general, than on a
specific threat posed by the shack dwellers. Generalized images of violence which were
often politically-based recurred when formal residents discussed their fears in relation to
the shack dwellers. (Emmett 1992: 82)

This is not solely a characteristic of South Africa, as is conveyed by an incident concerning

the public reaction to the murder of two elderly white residents of an affluent area of

Baltimore in the USA (Harvey 1996: 293). Before it was known who the killers were,

general consensus was that the perpetrators were from the underclass of the city, and the

affluent suburb needed to be protected. It turned out, however, that the killer was a

grandson of the victims. Harvey cited the following comment made in a local newspaper by

an academic exploring this false assumption:

What’s happened is the word “crime” has become a receptacle for a series of concerns we
cannot mention, the unmentionables; class and race. ... [It] has become a euphemism. It is
easier to speak about crime, to speak about larceny and burglary and murder than to evoke
the images of class and race. That is very, very telling. This is truly Orwellian, a kind of

                                                
32 “We’re fighting back! Willmer warns “low-life scum” that Umbilo has had enough” Berea Mail. 18
April 1997 (Calderwood, Debbie). At the time, Brendan Willmer was chairperson of Glenwood and
Umbilo Ratepayers’ Association and the United Ratepayers’ Federation.
33 Research suggests that in racial terms, black residents are more vulnerable to crime than whites. An
Institute for Security Studies survey of 1884 people in the Durban Metropolitan area found that, between
1993 and 1997, white people had been exposed to less burglaries, robberies, assalts, murders, car
hijackings, sexual harassment and sexual assaults than Africans (Robertshaw et al 2001: 59). The report
cited the key factor as the affluence of whites which enabled them to afford private security. The only
category in which crime was higher for whites was car theft, but this is a reflection of higher car
ownership rates.
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doublespeak. It is an alternative language we have to refer to the problems we see in
society. We cannot use the old language of racism. We come up with all sorts of politically
correct terms to refer to the same problems. When we say “crime” we’re really saying we
are afraid of lower-class black people. (Fernandez-Kelly quoted in Harvey 1996: 293; also
see Davis 1990: 226)

It would be a gross oversimplification to say that the fear of crime is simply a euphemism or

vehicle for old racisms since crime is an everyday reality in South Africa. However, there is

also no doubt that the fear of crime has the potential to convey other fears about social

change and uncertainty. For example, an editorial of The Hilltop, a free weekly newspaper

in the Durban area stated “The anarchic crime rate throughout the country is symptomatic

of a breakdown of law and order, general morality, and common decency”.34 Crime is seen

as just one particularly bad aspect of a range of ways in which South African society is

changing for the worst and is taken to be symptomatic of this deterioration. Not all squatters

may be seen as criminals but they represent a physical embodiment of what is the otherwise

invisible but ever present threat of crime. Consider the following newspaper extract:

“House loss ‘due to squatters’” Cape Times. 11 Feb 1992, p. 7
A Noordhoek home valued at “between R400 000 and R 500 000” in January last year has
been sold for R250 000, and the former owners say squatters have made that difference.

Mrs Caro Smit, formerly of Guinea Fowl cottage in Chasmay Road, said yesterday that
she and her husband Mike had decided to leave because they had been worried for their
children.

Their squatter neighbours had not been malicious, but they just had a different culture,
she said.

“For example, they might mark some happy occasion with dancing and the drums go on
until 4am.

“It is just a situation of poor people having a good time, with values different from
ours.”

Meetings had been held with the squatters at which they had been asked to tone down
the drumming and this did help for a while, Mrs Smith Said.

The reason first provided for their departure is a concern for their children, and one assumes

that they are concerned about the safety of their children. However, reading on, it transpires

that there was no actual security threat from the squatters and the main problem was that

they had a “different culture”. This culture involved practices and customs such as dancing

and drumming which was disruptive to suburbanites trying to sleep. The Smiths’ therefore

conflate the cultural difference of the squatters with a threat to the safety of their children.

Safety is the excuse for leaving but the actual reasons involve a whole set of problems with

squatters revolving primarily around their supposedly different and disruptive culture.

                                                
34 “Editorial” The Hilltop. 18 December 1998
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Threat to health and hygiene

The threat of crime is not the only way in which squatters are seen to be a danger to formal

residents. Some residents expressed concerns that squatter settlements were unsanitary and

could pose a “health threat” to adjacent areas. John and Alice described their concerns about

living within metres of Cato Crest squatter settlement in the following way:

John:35 … there’s always the fear of a health hazard, I mean this little bit of path-way here
is the public urinal [ ]. … they’ll come; I don’t know where they go to the john up there,36

but they’ll walk all the way down here, stand here, or squat here and do whatever they
have to do right across the road. Now if you’ve got visitors or if you have children …
14.107

Alice:37 They go down to that valley, you see them run down, that where they go to do
their business … 14.108

This couple here expressed concerns about living adjacent to people who do not use toilets

in order to defecate or urinate but instead use open areas such as the pathway near their

house, over the road from them or down in a nearby valley. Children were identified as

being particularly vulnerable to this threat.

It is not only those bordering squatter settlements that fear being exposed to the “health

hazards” of those without formal housing. Residents in the heart of built-up Glenwood

complained in one newspaper article that they had now had enough of the approximately 20

“vagrants who have been drinking, defecating and sleeping behind their house.’38 They

explained that

Washing, broken glass and empty beer cans adorn the avenue and sometimes the Amorim’s
backyard.

“The worst of it is that they have removed the manhole covers and are using the
manholes as toilets,” said Mr George Amorim.

Mrs Magda Amorim said, “I do feel sympathy for these people but they are a health
risk.”

Flies plague their house and they fear that next it will be cockroaches and rats. Mr
Amorim said they had considered buying the house as they were happy in the
neighbourhood, but they were not prepared to put up with the stench and rubbish.

A follow-up article quoted one resident of an area nearby the above case of vagrants as

saying that “we have had the same problem in varying degrees for the past five to six years.

It appears there is a mini-tribe of vagrants moving about the lower Glenwood area.”39 The

resident stated that these vagrants were responsible for littering, urinating and defecating

outside his home. Clearly the use of the word “tribe” is important as it racialises the

                                                
35 John: Male, 50s, English, Born in England, Married (to Alice), Financial Director, Interview 14 - Sep
96.
36 “Going to the john” and “doing their business” are both euphemisms for going to the toilet.
37 Alice: Female, 50s, English, Born in SA, Married (to John), Secretary, Interview 14 - Sep 96.
38 “Vagrants in Glenwood cause a stink” Berea Mail. 30 January 1998, p. 1
39 “Vagrancy problem widespread on Berea” Berea Mail. 6 February 1998, p. 3
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vagrants and positions them in opposition to the modern, western suburb. 40 The notion that

this “mini-tribe” is “moving about” the area is at odds with the stability of sedentary

suburban living. The idea of a nomadic group setting up camp wherever they please

contradicts the expectation that one’s neighbours live at fixed addresses. Through mobility,

vagrants appear less controllable – how does one write them a letter of complaint, or report

them to the police?

The fears of a health hazard are not necessarily limited to residents of areas that happen

to be bordering the squatter settlements or who have vagrants nearby. The following

exchange took place in an interview in Morningside in reference to squatters in the CBD

and on the outskirts:

Richard: … so you feel squatters are a big worry in the Durban area? 52.314

Anthony:41 Oh yes 52.315

Jackie:42 I think it’s absolutely frightening. 52.316

Richard: There’s Cato Manor just around the corner 52.317

Jackie: Shocking, that is shocking 52.318

Anthony: A lot of diseases and a lot of 52.317

Jackie: And look it’s not so much that I have something against the squatter, I know
they’ve got nowhere to go but it’s it’s ooo, I 52.320

Anthony: But they reckon it’s not just squatters moving into town there’s been a lot more
rats 52.321

Jackie: It’s disgusting, it’s it’s 52.322

Anthony: Cockroaches 52.323

Jackie’s adjectives of “frightening”, “shocking” and “disgusting” convey the powerful sense

of revulsion she feels in response to squatters. Anthony’s concerns about rats and

cockroaches suggests that even though they are some distance from the nearest squatters or

vagrants, they may be affected by vectors of disease. Even squatters themselves have been

identified as such vectors, as demonstrated by the following resident, who lives in the heart

of up-market Morningside:

Mel:43 [squatting is] causing a lot of um unhealthyness you know from the germs and stuff,
because those people who live there and often come into work in to work in kitchens and
places where they’re spreading germs and apparently the incidence of um all sorts of
57.112

James:44 Disease  57.113

Mel: Tummy bugs and germs and disease are on the up and up and I’ve read in the paper
and I’ve heard people say it’s because of these people who come into work.  57.114

                                                
40 The term “tribal” – originally the category for black political systems – came “to be used as
synonymous with ‘less developed’, ‘underdeveloped’ or ‘developing’” (Skalník 1988: 70).
41 Anthony: Male, 44, Afrikaans, Born in South Africa, Married (to Jackie), Mechanic, Interview 52
paragraph 97 - Sept 97.
42 Jackie: Female, 37, English, Born in SA - Dbn, Married (to Anthony), Unemployed, Interview 52 -
Sept 97.
43 Mel: Female, ± 60, English, Born SA, Married (to James), Housewife, Interview 57 - Oct 97.
44 James: Male, ± 60, English, Born SA - Dbn, Married (to Mel), Banking, Interview 57 - Oct 97.
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Here Mel assumed, without explaining as much, that squatter settlements are areas

characterised by germs. Since some residents of squatter settlements are employed in

kitchens (presumably either as domestic servants or cooks in catering facilities such as

canteens or restaurants), they can act as vectors of the diseases which Mel assumed are

rampant in squatter settlements. In this way, the impacts of the unhygienic conditions of

squatter settlements are not limited to the settlements but can also penetrate the suburbs.

One of the newspaper articles Mel may have read in order to form the opinions may

have been the following, which was printed about five months before Mel made the above

comments:

Box 6: “Squatter Camp Pollution ‘Appalling’” Daily News. 20 May 1997 (Liz Clarke)

A RING of disease is closing in on Durban as the state of
rivers running through informal sectors deteriorates by
the day.

“I don’t think there is any other word for it, but
appalling,” said the city’s Deputy Medical Officer of
Health Dr Andrew Robinson, who headed a local health
inspection of the Cato Manor rivers at the weekend.

“The state of these rivers is worse than they were
even a month ago. I don’t believe we can allow this
situation to continue, because the impact on the city will
become even more serious.”

The bacterial e-coli count on the stretch of river
running through the Cato Crest shack settlement where
no sanitation exists is 300 times more than the accepted
health levels.

When the Daily News accompanied the City Health
team, children were found playing where human excreta

lay on the banks waiting to be washed into the already
choked river. Some children were even paddling in the
water. The stench of rotting material and human waste
was “indescribable”.

“People think that because they don’t live in these
sort of conditions they are safe,” said Dr Robinson. “But
many of the shack dwellers are employed in the food
industry. If they are living in these grossly unsanitary
conditions, the risk of food poisoning and diarrhoeal
disease must increase.”

At the next heavy downpour, the contents of these
heavily contaminated “cesspools” will course through a
network of culverts and canals until it reaches the sea.

Dr Robinson said that a 10 to 20-year plan was in
place to deal with the sanitation needs of the informal
settlements.

The opening sentence of the article paints a dramatic image of “a ring of disease closing in

on Durban” – an almost military metaphor of a town under siege defending its perimeters

from a hostile enemy. 45 The sense of threat and danger is strong, and there is a clear

understanding as to the source of the danger, namely squatter camps, which are not serviced

by toilets and sewage systems. The pathogens created in squatter camps can “leak out” and

affect other areas because they have contaminated the rivers that flow through them. Many

of the squatter settlements in Durban are inland of formal residential areas and business

districts that occupy the more desirable land adjacent to the coast, and the latter are

therefore subjected to deluges of faeces coursing “through a network of culverts and canals”

on their way to the sea. Not only can disease reach out of squatter camps and penetrate

                                                
45 This is not the first time that Durban has been portrayed in this way with regard to squatters. In the
1930s, the municipality became concerned about a “black belt” of shacklands “hemming” Durban in “on
nearly every side” (Maylam 1982: 413). 
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other “innocent” areas via the squatter residents who act as agents of disease, but it can also

do so via rivers that flow through or under “our” neighbourhoods. There is clear moral

condemnation of squatters for living in “grossly unsanitary conditions,” which increases the

potential for food poisoning and diarrhoeal disease for others.

In the article, there were no sympathetic considerations given to the adverse effects of

poor sanitary conditions on the squatter settlements residents and concern, instead, was

focused, on the “impact on the city”. The one point that could have been used to evoke

sympathy for squatters was the image of children exposed to faeces. The scene was

portrayed, instead, in terms of voyeuristic disgust, and the reader is meant to ask, “what

kind of people are these that let their children play in shit?” At no stage was the reader

meant to ask “what kind of city is this that does not provide sanitation infrastructure to these

people?” The impression created by the first sentence of the article, and then later verified

by quotes from a health official, is that the primary threat is to those not living in such

conditions but to those who are living in formal areas.46 The ill health of squatters was only

a problem in as much as it affected other residents of the city. It was only in the last

sentence that the article conceded implicitly that the problem was with sanitation provision,

not with those urinating and defecating. However, the fact that there is a 10 to 20 year

sanitation programme appears to be for the benefit of the city rather than the residents of the

squatter settlement.

Not only are squatters portrayed as a threat to the suburbs, but they are also presented

as a threat to the greater urban environment. The right wing newspaper – Die Patriot –

argued that by the late 1980s in Durban every second person in the metropolitan area was a

squatter,

and land simply collapsed under ecological battering. Typhoid, dysentery and other
diseases appeared, rivers and streams became polluted and forests were cut down for
firewood. 47

As well as perceived generalised pressure on the land, specific concerns have been raised

about threats to the marine environment (Box 7). Concern was raised that “Tons of rubbish

being dumped in a canal near the Cato Crest informal settlement in Durban almost every

day would be washed down into the harbour when heavy summer rains start, resulting in the

deaths of countless fish”.48 The article included warnings from the port officials that the

                                                
46 In his assessment of the discourse of hygiene as used by Americans in the Philippines, Anderson (1995)
established that danger was seen not so much as a threat to the reckless transgressors (those who defecate
dangerously) but to the lawful and innocent. In the South African context, this distinction between lawful
and unlawful extends to the lawful occupation of land by formal residents and the unlawful occupation of
land by squatters.
47 “Squatting issue at boiling point” Die Patriot. p. 7. 21 January 1994
48 “Squatters’ Rubbish a Threat to Bay” Mercury. 10 November 1998 (Vernon Mchunu).
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garbage and sewage washed out of squatter settlements was creating a burden for the port,

which should be prevented upstream. Later in the article it transpired that the main problem

was the lack of dumping facilities and refuse removal systems in Cato Crest squatter

settlement – a problem that was in the process of being rectified by the city council. A more

accurate title for the article would have been “Inadequate refuse removal a threat to bay”

since the problem was rooted in infrastructure deficiencies rather than the squatters

propensity to dispose of refuse. After all, all residents of Durban produce rubbish – the

difference with squatters is that no one collects it.49

Box 7: “Squatters’ Rubbish a Threat to Bay” Mercury.

10 November 1998 (Vernon Mchunu)

Tons of rubbish being dumped in a canal near the Cato
Crest informal settlement in Durban almost every day
would be washed down into the harbour when heavy
summer rains start, resulting in the deaths of countless
fish.

This warning has come from Portnet pollution officer
Coen Ackerman, who said Portnet’s means of preventing
refuse from entering the harbour would be no match
against heavy rainfalls.

The rubbish includes cans, plastics polystyrene take-
away food containers, cartons, tins and oil.

Mr Ackerman said that during the recent windy and
stormy weather the waste had accumulated along the
shores and in inlets in the harbour.

Dredging was not effective.
Overflowing sewerage from the informal settlement

had run into stormwater drains and accumulated in areas
of weak circulation in the harbour, removing the oxygen
and killing the fish.

Hiring specialist companies to remove the solid
waste was expensive, he said.

“Why should we do it (be involved in removing the
waste) if someone can prevent it?” a disgruntled Mr
Ackerman said.

“For the past 20 years I have been trying to fight this
problem but there has been no assistance.

The aesthetic and water quality of the harbour is
seriously affected by the 57 stormwater outlets draining
into the area,” he added.

A spokesman for Keep Durban Beautiful, Mr
Augustine Makhetha, said there were not enough
dumping facilities for Cato Crest residents.

However, Solid Waste executive director Dave
Turner said plans were being drawn up to keep the area
clean and prevent illegal dumping.

“At the beginning of next year, each dwelling will be
given a plastic bag which will be collected each week,”
Mr Turner said.

Mr Makhetha said a Cato Crest Environmental
Forum had been established to educate the residents on
solid waste management.

That formal residents express a fear of squatters and vagrants in terms of hygiene

should come as no surprise. Medical discourses about public health have been used in

various colonial contexts and even within so-called civilised countries as a way of

distinguishing civilised and uncivilised people. In nineteenth century European cities,

excrement was used to mark the poor as residual:

The significance of excrement in this account is that it stands for residual people and
residual places. The middle classes have been able to distance themselves from their own
residues, but in the poor they see bodily residues closely associated with residual matter,
and residual places coming together and threatening their own categorical schemes under
which the pure and the defiled are distinguished. The separations which the middle classes
have achieved in the suburb contrast with the mixing of people and polluting matter in the

                                                
49 The environmental angle has been more extensively deployed in other parts of the country such as Hout
Bay (Cape Town), where the squatter’s “destruction of forests” became one of the chief motivations for
their removal (Dixon et al 1994: 284).
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slum. This then becomes a judgement on the poor. The class boundary marked out in
residential segregation echoes the recurrent theme: “Evil . . . is embodied in excrement”
(Sibley 1995: 56).

Mel’s fear of the ability of domestic workers to bring disease into middle class areas bears a

striking resemblance to the fear of transgression between the slum and suburb in Victorian

Britain as discussed by Stallybrass and White (1986, also see Pile 1996: 180). In the

colonial context, the medical discourse was not only an expression of the coloniser’s fear of

their new environment but one of the key justifications of their regulation of that

environment. In an exploration of this theme in the American colonisation of the

Philippines, Anderson said that

Out of place themselves, American colonial health officers used the body’s orifices and its
products to mark racial and social boundaries in the Philippines. Waste practices offered a
potent means of organising a new, teeming, threatening environment. In this new orificial
order, American bodily control legitimated and symbolized social and political control,
while the “promiscuous defecation” of Filipinos appeared to mock and to transgress the
supposedly firm, closed, colonial boundaries (Anderson 1995: 643).

Whether in the Western, colonial or postcolonial context, arguments about hygiene have

been central to the construction of a geographical imagination in which threats to

civilisation – identified as unhygienic people – are spatially separated from the threatened

elite who place themselves on the moral high ground of responsible hygiene. When

members of “the great unwashed” are seen to breach their containers, even in the legitimate

behaviour of going to work, they are imagined as an infection, bringing disease and poison

to healthy normal people and threatening the integrity of civilisation. Other non-hygienic

threats to the suburb such as crime have also been described in terms of the medical

metaphor. In Brendan Willmer’s assessments of crime (quoted on p. 172), discourses of

crime and sanitation coincide as in “our suburbs” being “infested” by “lowlife scum”, and

“crime infestation”. Crime is therefore portrayed as a disease which is attacking the

suburbs. As we have already seen with the association between filth and street traders, the

association between pollution and squatters acts as a metaphor for displacement (see p.

145). In a pragmatic sense, the argument can be made that squatters should not be where

they are because there is no sanitation for them. At a metaphoric level, dirt as matter-out-of-

place means that squatters themselves can be made to seem out of place if they can be

associated with filth and pollution. Being out of place is expressed as “disgust” and

“revulsion”, where people find the mere sight (or smell) of squatters or squatter settlements

to be abhorrent (For example see Box 9, page 186).

To depict squatters as “dirty” remains, therefore, a viable way to discredit squatters

even in the post-colonial, post-apartheid context. The contention that squatters are dirty, that

they do not take responsibility for the dangerous excrements that they produce, even let
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their children play in such excrements are all moral judgements which serve to erode their

status as worthy residents of the city. The result is that squatters are shown to be inferior

and implicitly are proven to be uncivilised, thereby weakening their claim to citizenship

(Jacobs 1996: 127). It has not been my contention that there is no physiological basis for

arguing that there should be good sanitation in squatter settlements. Rather, what I have

been trying to demonstrate is that “scientific knowledge” is seldom objectively deployed. In

the above cases it has reflected established residents’ fears rather than concern for the

sanitary conditions of the squatters themselves. The “purpose of our knowledge” that

pollution is bad is not necessarily to improve the living conditions of all citizens and can be

used to judge and discredit others and to legitimate “our” management or removal of

“them” (see Chakrabarty 1991: 30).

Moral threat

While the moral outrage is the unspoken undertone of the fear of squatter’s pollution, it is

deployed in a more explicit way with regard to other understandings of squatters and

vagrants. In the following, a resident complained that vagrants were using drinking

fountains for washing purposes and exposing themselves in public.

Morningside residents taking a walk through Berea Park in the mornings have
complained of vagrants washing themselves in the open.

According to resident, Mrs Glenda Symons, there is a queue every morning at around
5.15am to use the taps, originally intended for jogger’s use.

“They are there every day and as one finishes, so more come in,” she said.
Mrs Symons said they left the Essenwood Road park in a terrible state.
“Runners can’t stop at the taps – they’re being used by men washing themselves in the

open.”
Mrs Symons said a man had taken off his shirt and pants and washed himself in front of

her last week.50

Mrs Symons felt here that a facility originally intended for use by herself and other joggers

had been wrongly commandeered by vagrants. She was also clearly scandalised by the

partial nudity of those washing themselves under “her” tap (also see Box 9, page 186). As

with street traders, there is a general theme that private activities such as washing, sleeping,

defecating, urinating are grossly out of place in formal suburban public space not intended

for such uses. The complaints about vagrants contained the same general theme previously

raised in the section on Street Traders (see p. 147), that activities which should take place in

privacy were now taking place in public. The complaints about vagrants cleaning

themselves contradict the gist of the above contentions that squatters and vagrants were

                                                
50  “Running bare!” Berea Mail. 8 December 1995, p. 1, also see “Vagrants and Street Traders a Major
Worry” Berea Mail. 31 May 1996



Desegregating Minds, Chapter 5 181

unclean. This supports my interpretation that the perception of such groups as unclean has

less to do with their personal hygiene and more to do with their transgression into “our”

space.

Moral outrage of vagrants extends beyond outrage at nudity and includes sexual

activity, drinking and drug taking. One article described a petition organised by residents

around Rapson Park (Morningside) in order “to force authorities into action over the park

where rape, murder, assault, prostitution, and the consumption of alcohol had become

rife.’51 Another article referred to a vacant plot being used by “people of all races” who

“gathered on the plot, drinking, smoking drugs and making a noise.’52 The following

newspaper article includes a variety of moral judgements of vagrants by concerned formal

residents:

Box 8: “Not acceptable!” Berea Mail. 22 March 1996, p. 1 (emphasis added)

Sex, squatting and boozing in public and residential areas
is just not on!

The park opposite the Winston Hotel in Clark Road
is becoming a menace to residents.

According to Umbilo Community Policing Forum
member, Mr Tony Blaunfeldt, vagrants are taking over
the park and “fouling it up”.

“They are fornicating in broad daylight and
distributing alcohol. They hide it in drains, foliage,
gutters and rubbish dumps.

“This is unnecessary, unacceptable behaviour from
any culture. They are even defecating here.”

Apparently these activities commence around 4pm
each evening and all weekend.

Residents are gravely concerned for the safety of
themselves and their children who play in the park. Some
are even frightened to comment as the culprits know who
the complainants are and might retaliate in a violent
manner.

One of the nearby residents said he encountered a
couple performing oral sex. He has also seen people
fornicating.

This is certainly a negative environment for young,
impressionable children.

Once again, as the highlighted words show, there is a strong emphasis on the miss-match

between what should be the private nature of activities like consuming alcohol and having

sex and the park intended as a public recreational space. The park is no longer an “innocent

space” fit for children, but is now one rife with a variety of sins and transgressions.

The threat to privacy and the established suburban sense of place

The above portrayals of squatters as a material threat to suburban residents are compounded

when added to the less tangible threat to the residents’ sense of place. According to Emmett

(1992: 85), “squatting is seen as a threat to the conception of an ideal environment”.

Perhaps most obviously, residents of formal areas are no longer able to consider their

neighbourhoods “elite”, “up market” or “posh”. One interviewee stated that she would not

                                                
51 “Rapson Road Vagrant Problem Solved: SAPS Praised for Ridding Park of Bad Elements” Berea Mail.
26 January 1996, p. 1 (Lisa-Jane Paul)
52 “‘Takkie squad’ clean up crime in Morans Lane” Berea Mail. 8 march 1996, p. 1 (Lisa-Jane Paul)
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want squatters living near her and that she agrees “with the people who have been affected,

that it must downgrade an area” (5.88). Val (Box 5) indicated in this next extract how the

sense of place that she expected – horse riding country, rurality – was being challenged by

the presence of squatters.

We moved here 11 years ago from Bryanston53 because we wanted to be in the countryside.
I’ve created a world for myself and my family. I don’t know about politics, I don’t even go
to the shops, all I do is ride in the greenbelt. Now they want to change it all and turn it into
a dump.54

Having tried to find a place where she and her family can live out their affluent lifestyle,

one of Val’s worst fears was that this “world” which she had created would be ruined by

“they” (the government) who wanted to turn it into a dump. The dump she was referring to

was not a landfill of refuse (the literal definition of a “dump”), but rather the squatter camp,

which was to her the equivalent of having a landfill of refuse. The squatters, for her, were

the antithesis of the affluent world that she has “created” for herself and certainly the last

thing she wanted to see when she goes horse riding.

It would be an oversimplification, however, to simply say that the altered sense of

place experienced by whites as a result of squatters can be reduced to snobbery. Caren, who

lived on the interface zone of Cato Manor Road (between the formal suburb of Manor

Gardens and the squatter settlement of Cato Crest) explained that her daughter refused to

bring school friends to their home to visit as she was embarrassed by Cato Crest squatter

settlement bordering their property. There is therefore a deep sense of inadequacy or failing

in being near squatters. In order to understand this, it is necessary to pursue in more detail

the way whites experience squatting. In the following interview extract, Caren described at

length the various sounds, smells and sights from the squatter settlement and then explained

how it made her feel about her sense of place:

Richard: What are … the specific experiences you are having, you said on the phone
something about noise and 2.34

Caren:55 Oh Well, you get this continual; well the traffic you get used to, there’s a lot of
traffic especially in the morning and evening 2.35

Richard: Pedestrian or¬ 2.36

Caren: Pedestrians, yes they get dropped off right outside our house, and you see... 2.37

Richard: By taxis? 2.38

Caren: Taxis, pouring in in the morning, and they hoot, and they have these sort of funny
musical things that go on, um not just a hoot but they blast to get people get out of their
beds, this starts at 4 in the morning, so you hear this hooting and carrying on and people
getting out and coming and rushing, and they all stop right on the corner here, and then of
course their radios blast, now they don’t just play their radios, it’s absolutely (laughs)
they turn them up full blast till you, you can’t believe it, the noise, it rattles the windows,

                                                
53 Bryanston is a suburb of Johannesburg.
54 “It’s Survival of the Fittest, Says Angry Horse-Belt ‘Liberal’” Sunday times. 9 February 1992 (see Box
5, page 167)
55 Caren: Female, ±38, English, Born Malawi, Married, Bookkeeper, Interview 2 – Aug 96.
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you know it it’s crazy. That’s one noise. Then you get children in the street, there’s lots of
children that don’t go to school in there, plenty plenty that should be at school or crèche.
They run around at during the day, weekends, afternoons, even mornings I see them
running around, and they scream and shout for their mothers and carry on, you know they
don’t know how to talk quietly (whispering on “quietly”) (laughs). So you have that, and
weekend can be; Sunday afternoons you think you’re going to have a nice peaceful
afternoon gardening or sitting out there having tea, you feel like you’re living in a; you
don’t know where you are, right in the middle of a kraal, because it’s just noise all the
time. Because then you get drunks. There’s a shebeen just up the road there, so you here
drunks at night, in the middle of the night, Two o’ clock in the morning you hear them
shouting at each other, or a woman screaming because she is probably being abused or
somebody’s got, she’s got very drunk and someone’s beating her, you don’t know what’s
going on, you just hear these ghastly noises. Gun shots on at night time, firing, and my
dogs are very aware of the noise, they will bark immediately there’s, and you just hear
this crack crack crack, {mm} gunfire going off. Often hear the fire engines and cops
running 2.39

Richard: Do you have any problem with pollution? 2.40

Caren: Yes pollution is a big problem. Sunday, I don’t know what it was, whether the
wind had changed direction, but there was a thick pile of smoke over there, I couldn’t
bear standing out in the garden, it actually got too much for my nostrils, it burns your
nose. You feel like you’re standing right next to a fire because you get flakes float over
here 2.41

Richard: I notice it in the evening when I drive through 2.42

Caren: You get this ghastly smell of you know wood burning, wood, and I don’t know I
thought we were supposed to be an environmental; you know people aren’t supposed to
have wood fires (laughs) going, in a built up envir; you know, in a built up area you’re
not supposed to have [fires]. But that’s all gone by the way, people can now do what they
like, and nobody stops them, I don’t know how; they don’t know how to stop them. Um,
so there’s that, there’s pollution. Often there’s a mess out there, I often phone the
municipality and say “please can you, you know we pay rates here and why is all that
rubbish across there”, and they say “we don’t like going there”, I said what about just
cleaning up the street edges, you know the road edges, and bags all float across and end
up usually in my garden when there is a wind, and I end up picking it all out of my flower
beds outside and off the steps old bags and rubbish and toilet paper, old newspapers,
anything you can think of, they drop their cans. Anyway there’s that 2.43

Richard: Won’t they service the area at all, the municipality? 2.44

Caren: Well they pick up my rubbish bags on a Thursday 2.45

Richard: But they won’t go into that side? 2.46

Caren: They don’t like going in there at all, no. … 2.47

This extract is a revealing insight into what happens when middle class suburbia and a

squatter settlement are suddenly juxtaposed. For Caren, squatters contradict in every way

the characteristics of suburbs. Such oppositions include the fact that the squatters use public

transport (taxis) as opposed to the private transport of the residents or Manor Gardens, that

many of the squatter children do not go to school, that squatters talk at a much louder

volume (they don’t know how to talk quietly), that squatters get drunk and shout, that

women scream (probably because they are being abused), that there are gun shots, that

squatters do not have access to electricity and therefore produce smoke and pollute the air,

and that there is no refuse collection in the settlement resulting in there being garbage

everywhere.
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No doubt these are all grievances with which most middle-class suburban dwellers in

the world would sympathise, since the suburbs represent the quest for a “good standard of

living” and a bit of peace, quite, and privacy (Silverstone 1997: 5). In particular, suburbs

epitomise “sanctity of the private realm” so treasured in Western culture (Dixon and

Reicher 1997: 374).56 An interview respondent in Dixon and Reicher’s study of Cape Town

inferred that there was a “cultural” basis for squatters’ behaviour saying “it seems to be part

of their culture that they don’t have fences” which means they “come and go as they

please”.57 As Dixon and Reicher state the “uninvited breech of the individual’s ‘fence’, or

‘territorial boundaries’ assumes the status of moral transgression”. (1997: 374). Here the

psychoanalytic notions of spatiality are useful, highlighting the way people imagine or infer

“zones” which are in some way extensions of the body (Wilton 1998: 176). In this regard,

the psychological importance of privacy is highlighted by Sibley.

Use has also been made of a psychoanalytic argument – that the home serves as a boundary
of the self, the home secures privacy, and so “Privacy mechanisms define the limits and
boundaries of the self. When the permeability of those boundaries is under the control of a
person, a sense of individuality develops”. (Sibley 1995: 94, quoting Altman 1975: 50)

Conversely, we can assume, when control of the boundaries of the home slips from the

control of its occupant, they are no longer secure in their sense of individuality. People

consider privacy and the desire for a quiet environment to be their right having purchased

an expensive property in an area with town planning regulations and law enforcement

which are designed to prevent, as Caren pointed out, smoke from fires, loud noise or

disturbances, and an accumulation of refuse.58 Squatters’ transgressions across the perimeter

                                                
56 Of the threat posed by “loitering” to privacy, Bauman writes: “The regular police was a modern, urban
invention, and its original brief was the defence of urban public space against intruders whose annoying
curiosity deprived the others of the protection of anonymity. “Loitering” has been a typically urban
offence – conceived as a punishable crime only because it clashed with the conception of the public space
as an “area to move through, not to be in”. The never reached, always aimed-at ideal of the urban space
would be perhaps a set of little walled off and well guarded fortresses linked by a spaghetti-like maze of
freeways, thoroughfares and urban motorways”. (Bauman 1993: 159)
57 This also ties in with a point made on p. 242, below, which was the indignation expressed by white
residents when black neighbours held cattle slaughtering ceremonies and their guests “trespassed” on
their properties while wondering around the neighbourhood. See Emmett (1992: 74) for a discussion on
“trespassing” in the Hottentots Holland area.
58 Many formal residents complain about the selective application of by-laws, “where they were enforced
in the formally developed areas but ignored in the squatter camps” “Concord Avenue Residents Want
Action” Berea Mail 26 April 1996, p. 1 (Lisa-Jane Paul). One spokesperson, Mr Warren, stated “‘We will
probably not sue for the council to evict the squatters. Instead we intend to seek a court order obliging the
council to enforce the bylaws in the squatter camp,’ Mr Warren said. He said the squatters were in
contravention of the by-laws regulating density, building regulations, fire hazards and sanitation. ‘What
about the dangers of the spread of infectious diseases and the danger of rabies from the unvaccinated
animals and livestock,’ he said”. In their interview, John and Alice commented that they felt outraged
when a local inspector criticised them for modifying their laundry so that the washing machine drained
into the storm water system rather than the sewerage system. Just meters from their house was a vast
squatter settlement that was not forced to comply with even basic building regulations, let alone detailed
guidelines such as these.
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boundary of the suburban plot, such as “noise”, and “pollution”, not to mention wandering

people, as perceived violations of that privacy.

The result of being exposed to these noises, sights and smells is that Caren finds it very

difficult to maintain a perception of her home as located in a “normal” suburb. The

perimeter of her land has become permeable and her home is constantly being assaulted by

noise, smoke, drifting garbage, and unsightly scenes. As she says, it is impossible to do

normal suburban things like have a cup of tea outside, or do gardening without feeling like

she is living “right in the middle of a kraal”. The “Zulu kraal” or the “farm” are places

which most whites have never personally experienced, other than from their cars, but which

exist in their imaginations as the source and vessel of the “traditional African way of life”.

Black people, whites have been taught, lived in kraals (homesteads) before Europeans came

to the country, where they lived a traditional rural lifestyle surviving through pastoralism

and involving cultural structures such as the rule of the chief, polygamy, and other trappings

of Zulu culture. The word kraal acts as a marker of a foreign environment which belongs to

rural traditional black people, the characteristics of which are out of place in the suburb. 59

In the following interview extract, John also used other “alien spaces” to describe his

neighbourhood, although they were metaphors of violent spaces rather than metaphors of

racial spaces:

John:60 … at night after 9 o’ clock it’s generally pretty quiet, unless they’re having a shoot
out, because they can all afford guns. Nobody can afford a house, anything like that, they
can all afford guns. Believe me, it’s like the Wild-West out there. There are nights where
you think it’s the Second World War [ ], and it’s not just 9 millimetre pistols, its sort of
you know AK47s as well going off.  14.101

John’s description of his living environment as being like “the Wild West” or “the Second

World War” clearly denotes his sense of strangeness about his neighbourhood. The point of

using this extract is not to decide whether John is reasonable or unreasonable in using this

description, but to simply highlight the fact that he feels that his neighbourhood has

decidedly unfamiliar elements.

A further example is a resident in Cape Town, Mrs Coeshall, who bought an up market

house in an area that was subsequently taken over by a squatter community. Mrs Coeshall

successfully sued the former owners for more than half a million Rand in damages, proving

that they had knowledge of the impending arrival of squatters and failed to disclose this

knowledge at the time of the sale. Of living near squatters she said, apparently without any

sense of irony, that “It’s like living in the middle of Africa with singing and drumming at

                                                
59 The word Kraal is also applied to describe the sense of place created by certain customs of middle class
black people living in suburbs. See page 242.
60 John: Male, 50s, English, Born in England, Married (to Alice), Financial Director, Interview 14 - Sep
96.
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night.’61 The major offence of squatters, it appears, is bringing “Africa” into the suburb –

“Africa” being the last thing formal residents want in a suburb since they have worked so

earnestly to rise above the continent upon which they are located.

Box 9: “Squatter Camp at La Lucia is a Mess” Daily News. 1 October 1999

(Letter to the editor by Ms Margarita Fuller)

Last month I wrote to the Borough of Umhlanga
expressing my disgust at the squalid area that has been
allowed to develop where the bus stop and taxi terminal
are situated behind La Lucia Mall.

Twice a day, on my way to work and on my way
home, I have to walk through a ‘forest’ of green, un-
emptied refuse bins placed on the pavement and plastic
rubbish bags with refuse spilling out on to the
pavements, rats scurrying past and worse still, traffic
totally ignoring the Zebra crossing.

I risk my life each day when crossing the road to the
bus stop, avoiding the cars plus the risk of rat bites and
lurking viruses emanating from the putrefying refuse!

In addition to this, an informal settlement is growing
daily, with naked and semi-naked people emerging from
the public lavatories.

The bus I catch leaves at 7am, so many of these
informal settlers are still sleeping beneath cardboard
boxes.

The recently-erected concrete fencing has been
broken in order to make access to the new “Mall

Squatter camp” easier.
The three telephone booths have had the glass

shattered so, while waiting for the bus, we have to stand
on glass shards and refuse (from the squatter camp),
notwithstanding the fact that we have to look into the
entrance of the public toilets.

How can one have a bus stop immediately adjacent
to public lavatories – is there no town planning aspect
involved before the construction of such buildings?

 One cannot even erect a mere car-port at one’s
residence without plans and a borough inspector
approving it, yet we have this bus stop on the periphery
of an informal settlement.

The plight of the homeless saddens me – is there no
solution to these informal settlements?

However, it is the sharp contrasts of the unsightly
and unsanitary conditions on the periphery of a recently
renovated “first world” shopping complex that disturb
(sic) me.

I have reported to matter to the borough but, to date,
no action has been taken.

The fact that there are people who lead different ways of life is not in itself  problematic

for many white observers; the problem comes when it occurs within or adjacent to their way

of life and their familiar comfortable places. The presence of this “difference” represents

both the destruction of the established social order and a threat to the “integrity” of

individual and collective identities (Wilton 1998: 174). In a letter to the editor of the Daily

News, one resident identified the juxtaposition of the first world and squatter settlements to

be disturbing, stating that “it is the sharp contrasts of the unsightly and unsanitary

conditions on the periphery of a recently renovated ‘first world’ shopping complex that

disturbs me” (see Box 9). While the letter writer expresses sympathy with squatters, she

appears to be wishing that they would go and be homeless somewhere else, for it is the

“sharp contrasts” between the squatters’ “unsightly and unsanitary conditions” and a “first

world” mall that is the source of her discomfort. Put another way, there is a place for

poverty and a place for affluence, and if poverty breaches its allotted space it is criticised

for creating this disturbing contrast. Poverty is enough of a problem in itself without

compounding the situation by locating itself in a place that should not be characterised by

                                                
61 “Squatter warning on home values” The Cape Times. P. 1, 7 Feb 1992 (Ronnie Morris and Guy Oliver).
Also quoted in Saff (2001: 87)
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poverty. The problem, as this person sees it, is that a space with which she is familiar (a first

world shopping complex) is being claimed by other people for another use with which she

is uncomfortable. The impoverished are worthy of sympathy but should not push their luck

by occupying and thereby soiling “first world” spaces.

One useful way to interpret these expressions of unfamiliar or unexpected senses of

place in the suburb is to turn to Gelder and Jacobs’ (1995) use of Freud’s concept of the

uncanny.62 This describes the anxiety created when a place seems to be both familiar and

unfamiliar at the same time.

An “uncanny” experience may occur when one’s home is rendered somehow and in some
sense unfamiliar; one has the experience, in other words, of being in place and “out of
place” simultaneously . This simultaneity is important to stress since, in Freud’s terms, it is
not simply the unfamiliar in itself which generates the anxiety of the uncanny; it is
specifically the combination of the familiar and the unfamiliar – the way one seems always
to inhabit the other. (Gelder and Jacobs 1995: 171)

The paradox of the uncanny, therefore is that “we inhabit the same place, yet we seem to

inhabit places which are not the same” (Gelder and Jacobs 1995: 178). John and Caren’s

interviews and Mrs Coeshal’s comments all contain references to places which are foreign

to the suburban environment so that, while they are aware that they are living in a middle

class suburb, they also feel, at the same time, that they are living in a kraal, the wild west,

the Second World War front line, or Africa. Ms Fuller’s letter printed in the Daily News

indicates further that it is the combination of the familiar shopping mall and the unfamiliar,

unexpected squalor of a squatter camp which she finds disturbing. Therefore the existence

of foreign and different “African” spaces such as “the kraal”, or violent spaces are not so

much a problem in themselves but become a problem when they bleed into our own familiar

domestic surroundings from which we have come to expect the exclusion of otherness.

This is a Freudean interpretation of the basic socio-geographic problem confronted by

whites, which is that social distance no longer equates to spatial distance in that “the other”

is now living on “our” doorstep. By social distance I am referring to the improbability of

any social connections being formed across Cato Manor road between Cato Crest squatters

and Manor Gardens residents. The squatters living over the road from “us” are no less alien

than they were when they were living in their proverbial kraals and yet “we” have to see

them, hear them, and smell them every day. This new physical proximity between these

groups of people is not matched by social proximity, whereby people know their

neighbours, greet each other, socialise together or at least think of themselves as similar

                                                
62 Also see Wilton (1998) on his application of the same concept to the case of a hostile reaction to a
hospice in a Californian town.
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types of people. Conversely, the social distance which continues to exist does not equate to

spatial distance, which was the case under apartheid.

Financial threat: declining property prices

Where once bank valuers would have run a tape measure over a house, counted the
bathrooms and bedrooms, and written down a price that took into account features and
extras, they are now guided by three considerations – position, position and position. 63

For a variety of reasons, therefore, living near squatters is seen as undesirable and has

resulted in fall in demand for houses near squatter settlements. Perceived criminal, health,

political, moral threats, and an altered sense of place with the presence of “others” all

culminate in a financial threat manifested as a fall in property prices. Even if a particular

formal resident does not personally hold negative views about squatters, they can suffer the

effects of falling property values simply by being located near to them (Emmett 1992: 75).

The following article highlights the bitterness of estate agents who lost a great deal of

money after it was announced that the Transvaal provincial government wanted to relocate

squatters near their area of Johannesburg. Despite the fact that the squatters were being

“upgraded” to legitimate residents with formal low cost houses, established residents were

unwelcoming.

“Bid to relocate squatters devastates estate agents” The Star 4 Feb 1992 (Shirley
Woodgate)

The property business in Randburg’s Bloubosrand area has been killed stone dead by
“shotgun” plans to permanently settle the Zevenfontein squatters in Extension 1, say estate
agents operating in the area.

One agent alone is reeling after sales totalling about R400 000 were cancelled on Friday
following the announcement by Transvaal Adiminstrator Danie Hough that between 10 000
and 20 000 squatters would be relocated within two weeks at a 44 ha low-cost housing
development adjoining middle-market homes.

Agent Dee Monteith said one of the cancellations was by a black family who had
sought a new home in a quite area.

Predicting a spate of court cases if the controversial relocation was forced through, Ms
Monteith said: “Sellers are desperate to get rid of their homes. Buyers, equally desperate to
cancel the deals, are prepared to risk losing deposits and face possible legal action.

“House sales handled by five agents operating in Bloubosrand totalled 52 in
December/November. Will the TPA compensate these parties as well?” she asked.

Estate agent Douglas Keyes-Transfeldt condemned “shotgun planning”, which he slated
as “apartheid all over again where only low-income blacks without access to building
society home loans will be admitted in Extension 1”.

He said: “Ask the people in Kelvin, near Alexandra, Pollution and a high crime rate has
depressed some property prices from a potential R400 000 to R250 000. In Bloubosrand,
the TPA wants to locate 1-member families in R20 000 homes across the road from four-
member homes on properties valued at about R150 000.”

                                                
63 “The Red-line districts” The Sunday Star. 24 Jan 1993, p. 20 (Peter De Ionno)
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The decisive impact of even the potential presence of squatters clearly demonstrates the

degree to which formal residents will go in order to avoid living near squatters. Before any

real squatters have any chance of having any actual negative impact on the suburb, the very

idea of the influx of squatter residents has wiped a substantial portion off the value of

formal houses. Their reputation for pollution and crime are cited as the reason for people’s

avoidance of squatters. In some bizarre contortions of logic, one estate agent managed to

claim that the suburban Bloubosrand community was now victim to apartheid-like

processes, which were now excluding them (whites) from “Extension 1” and only

permitting access to poor blacks. However, another estate agent was keen to ensure that the

negative reaction did not appear to be a racist response. Estate agent Monteith emphasised

that one of the cancellations was a black family who was looking to move into the area. One

observer commented that “Financial institutions and property fundis 64 alike are all at pains

to emphasise that this is not a racial issue but a question of clashing lifestyles and socio-

economic expectations.’65 “Non-racism” is also a feature of Caren’s account of her attempts

to sell their house near Cato Crest:

Caren:66 … what annoys us is that no one wants to buy our place, because they don’t want
to live opposite that either, the blacks, the whites don’t. We’ve had lots of black people
coming here, and they love our house, they think it’s great, yes, love it, want to live here,
and then they take one look at that and say “no we don’t want to live opposite squatters”

Richard: Isn’t that [interesting]?
Caren: No they say they don’t want trouble. … Anyway so we are prisoners {mhm}, and

I’m very angry at the government because they just do nothing about it. 2.33

Caren went on to explain that their house had been on the market for years but without a

successful sale. They had enlisted the services of an estate agent to help promote the house.

The agent valued the house at R 270 000 if it were not located next to a squatter settlement

but said that the squatters brought the value down to R 185 000. After attempting to sell at

this price they dropped to R 150 000, less than what they paid for it 5 years previously in

absolute terms, let alone inflation adjusted losses. Although they had numerous telephone

enquiries, from whites, Indians and blacks, most people would not even come and see the

house once they found out where it was located. One white couple were keen to buy the

house but the banks declined their application for a bond (mortgage) because of the location

of the house.67

                                                
64 A “fundi” is a colloquial South African word for expert, deriving from the Zulu/Xhosa word meaning
teacher or priest.
65 “The Red-line districts” The Sunday Star. 24 Jan 1993, p. 20 (Peter De Ionno)
66 Caren: Female, ±38, English, Born Malawi, Married, Bookkeeper, Interview 2 – Aug 96.
67 The issue of depressed property values around Cato Manor has also been dealt with in the following
newspaper articles: “Concord Avenue Residents Want Action” Berea Mail 26 April 1996, p. 1 (Lisa-Jane
Paul); “Property Values Hard-hit by Squatters” Mercury. 5 June 1998 (Leanne Seeliger)
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Therefore, not only has actual market demand fallen, but the refusal of banks to finance

the purchase of homes in formal areas that now find themselves adjacent to squatters by the

few remaining willing buyers only exacerbates the situation. “Red-lining”, or the refusal of

banks to lend money to home-buyers wanting to purchase property in certain areas, was

explicitly practiced by banks in the early 1990s.68 The United Bank’s General manager was

quoted as saying that they would not be appointing any new bonds in Bloubosrand (see

above article) until the situation became clearer.69 Banks claimed their reluctance was the

result of a decade of attempts to lend in black areas, which resulted in widespread

defaulting and un-recoverable losses.70 Banks insisted that they were over-exposed and that

risks were too high for lending in these areas.

Squatters are frequently “blamed” for being the reason for the decline in adjacent

formal residential property prices. Yet the property market is merely a representation of

potential buyers’ perceptions of certain types of properties. Therefore, lower property prices

are first and foremost a result of the negative perception of squatters by formal residents.

Therefore, as Emmett explains,

property values in areas near shack settlements fall not so much as a result of specific
problems experienced with shack settlements, but rather because shack dwellers are now
almost universally regarded as undesirable neighbours. … In other words, shack dwellers
have been stereotyped as universally “bad” irrespective of their actual behaviour. (Emmett
1992: 89) 71

Blame cannot, therefore, be placed on squatters for lowering property values without

examining the social processes that define squatters as undesirable neighbours. I have

argued that these social processes have a complex relationship with the objective reality of

the impact of squatters on suburbs. While there are indeed important physical impacts on

suburbs such as noise, increased crime and other changes, the negative perceptions of

squatters amplify these changes into an overwhelming sense of difference, which

submerges any sense of common interest and potential reconciliation. Cause and effect are

not adequately understood, and certain negative aspects of squatter settlements such as

unsanitary conditions and pollution are used as evidence of the inappropriateness of

squatters, rather than being acknowledged as the product of underdeveloped infrastructure.

                                                
68 “How to Squeeze Jo’burg’s northern suburbs” 15 Jan 1993, p. 11 (Patrick Bond)
69 “Squatter row leads to freeze in new bonds” Business Day. P. 1, 5 Feb 1992 (Kathryn Strachan). Also
see “Banks are treading a fine red line” 15 Jan 1993, p. 11, Weekly Mail. (Moses Mayekiso).
70 “The Red-line districts” The Sunday Star. 24 Jan 1993, p. 20 (Peter De Ionno)
71 The property values issues is not limited to South Africa but emerges in a wide variety of contexts
where Other types of people attempt to move in. As Sibley states “It is often the case that … hostility to
others is articulated as a concern about property values but certain kinds of difference, as they are
culturally constructed, trigger anxieties and a wish on the part of those who feel threatened to distance
themselves from others. This may, of course, have economic consequences”. (Sibley 1995: 3)
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It is ironic, as Emmett (1992: 91) points out, that the very people who have lost the most in

terms of falling property prices have also contributed to this drop through their hostile

response to squatters which has only served to accentuate negative perceptions.

5 . 3  J U S T I F Y I N G  O P P O S I T I O N  T O  SQ U A T T E R S

So far we have seen several ways in which squatters are seen to be a threat to established

(former white) suburbs. The dislike of squatters is nothing new to white South Africans, the

management and eradication of squatters have been a longstanding objective of white

rulers. The difference between the past and the new South Africa, of course, is that the

concerns held by whites (and other middle classes) are apparently no longer shared by

authorities now far more sympathetic to the squatters. The convenient racist apparatuses of

apartheid are no longer available in the new more open cities, and the racist approaches

towards squatters appear to be at odds with dominant local government thinking.

Despite this, overtly racial discourses continue to be used to understand squatters into

the 1990s. One example of lasting racist understanding of squatting was a 1993 newspaper

article which framed the problem of land invasion in terms of the inability or failure of

those who are squatting to comprehend and respect what the author described as perfectly

good land laws (See Box 10). Churton Collins, a lawyer-turned-journalist who wrote the

article, explained this inability through the fact that the squatters are used to a different

principle of land occupancy under the communal tribal tenure system whereby the chief

gives permission for people to occupy land. Squatters therefore do not respect western-style

land ownership, where a title is registered at the Deeds Office, but operate according to

tribal systems of land ownership.

Collins argued further that, in communal ownership, “possession is ten-tenths of the

law” and that “a foot in the door is the key to lifelong title, peoples’ law style”. He insisted

that if the law was not made to work, “anarchy will prevail”. His reference to the “law of

the jungle” further compounds his racial intent. Collins was seeking to counter what he saw

as the potentially catastrophic effects of the inability of black people to comprehend and

conform to “complicated” and “complex” “modern” systems of land ownership. His

comments not only attempted to construct squatting as a characteristic of black people and

their culture, but they also displayed little sensitivity to the way in which land was

appropriated by white rulers in South Africa with little regard to people’s historical

occupation of that land. Collins did not acknowledge that the so called communal

ownership system has its origins in colonial indirect rule of Shepstone and others in the
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1800s, rather than being some eternal pre-colonial characteristic of black people.72 Most

importantly, the root cause of squatting as described by Collins – that of the inability to

understand Western land ownership systems – does not acknowledge that many “land

invaders” such as the UDM understood their actions in political terms, attempting to

respond to these inequalities of the past.

Box 10: “SA’s system of land ownership under threat” Natal Mercury.
4 November 1993 (Churton Collins)

The seizure of unoccupied houses by squatters in Cato
Manor and the western Cape once again highlights the
problems of housing and land rights in a new South
Africa.

South Africa recognises one form of land ownership
– title registered in the Deeds Office. People also occupy
land in terms of contracts of lease and under communal
tribal tenure at the behest of the local chief.

The concept of ownership being registered in the
Deeds Office is completely different to communal
ownership where possession is ten-tenths of the law.

Squatters are essentially mala fide occupiers, subject
to summary dismissal without notice. As we know, this
legal truism means very little in the hard and squalid
world of squatting, were a foot in the door is the key to
lifelong title, peoples’ law style.

The vast and complicated documentation involved in
acquiring ownership under modern South African law
means very little to a person whose upbringing, history
and experience is steeped in customary tribal law.

This has resulted in a chaotic situation arising in the
field of black home ownership – complicated by the
conceptual obtuseness of mortgage bonds that go with
the transaction.

Home ownership among blacks has been promoted
on a large scale in the past 10 years, especially by one
institution which identified a special responsibility to
engage this area.

Inevitably, due to the severe recession, repayments
of the mortgage bonds have fallen into arrears and the
banks and building societies have been forced to
foreclose and attempt to evict.

However, attempts to sell the houses in execution
have failed. The occupants have refused to move and the
communities have made it impossible for the deputy
sheriffs to move them out.

The same applies to squatters. Once they are in
possession of their piece of land they claim title and
refuse to move. The fancy, technical, infinitely complex
laws of property were not worth the paper they were
written on.

A law that is unenforceable is, by definition, not a
law at all.

Squatters are now occupying land and houses
throughout South Africa and are refusing to move.
Owners, whether local authorities, government
departments or individuals have obtained court orders

for he eviction of the squatters. However the evictions
have failed due to political and social factors – not the
letter of the law and its procedures. The result – grinding
deadlock, violence and uncertainty.

Dukuduku, Cato Manor, Cato Crest, Inanda … the
list is endless, and represents not only a major social
problem but a threat to the whole system of land
ownership in South Africa. The present system is
proving unworkable, and the time has come to develop a
law of property that combines concepts of registered title
with communal ownership. It must be made to work.

Banks have lost a lot of money due to the problems
of granting bonds over houses in black areas. In the
result they are no longer granting bonds in areas where
foreclosures are impractical. The result is that, despite
the best of intentions, stalemate has been reached, to the
detriment of potential black homeowners.

Obviously the banks would be quite happy to lend
their money to anyone, provided that the capital was
secure.

This question will have to be grasped by the
Transitional Executive Council, because it provides the
opening to the resolution of the mass housing problem

The distinction between owner and possessor must
be made clear. And then present distinctions between
bona fide (with permission) occupiers from mala fide
(knowing they do not have permission) occupiers must
be made obvious. In the current context these distinctions
are becoming blurred to the point of meaninglessness.

South Africa has perfectly adequate laws to control
squatting and to evict squatters. The Prevention of Illegal
Squatting Act has clear procedures for the removal of
squatters. The problem, or more accurately the Achilles
heel, is enforceability.

The complex interrelationship between competing
rights carries little weight in the law of the jungle. This is
not the end of the world, but rather presents a creative
challenge to the lawmakers of the new South Africa.

If the law does not work, it must be made to work, it
must be made to work, failing which anarchy will
prevail. If concepts such as waiting lists, deposits,
promises and contracts have no currency, we have no
chance.
Churton Collins is a journalist who formerly practiced
law.

                                                
72 See Chapter 3 for a review of the way in which colonialists such as Shepstone invented “tribal custom”
and used it as a means of indirect rule. Shepstone’s principles were extended under the Union government
in the 1920s.
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Arguably, however, Collins’ attempt to describe squatting as a property of blackness is

somewhat unusual in the broader context of white people’s approaches to the problem. In

Chapter 6 we will explore the way that white residents were keen to stress that their

negative opinions of black neighbours are not racially motivated. Similarly, those who hold

negative views about squatters are generally quick to distance themselves from racism and

seek to deny that their motives are based on race.73 Denis and Val, introduced in Box 5,

demonstrate this well:

What the Keightleys are opposed to is thousands of squatters moving in less than 1 km
from their new home-stead, not because the new-comers are black, but because 44 hectares
would not contain an impoverished and largely unemployed population for long, they said.
…
Her husband added: “It’s not a black-white thing – it basically boils down to bad town
planning. You can’t put sub-economic housing in the middle of a suburb. The government
took away influx control and left nothing in its place. If we don’t make a stand here no-one
is safe”.74

These comments contrast with those of Collins (above) in their attempt to “preempt

accusations of irrational bigotry” (Dixon et al 1994: 280). Attitudes previously expressed as

unabashed segregationism are here “concealed in the language of reasonableness” (Dixon et

al 1994: 280). In the second paragraph, Denis made a crucial comment about the urban

transition when he stated that the problem was that influx control was not replaced by

another policy. Influx control was the apartheid policy that tried to exclude “surplus” black

people from “white South Africa”. Denis, therefore, was arguing that the apartheid policy

that tried to keep black people in homelands should not have just been abandoned without

being replaced by an alternative system, presumably designed to do the same job of keeping

“surplus” people out. In effect, he was saying that, although he might not agree with

apartheid’s racist basis for exclusion – he considered himself “progressive” – he did agree

with the apartheid principle of exclusion and separation of middle class from “sub-

economic”. Under apartheid, the objective was carried out on problematic grounds but the

objective itself was not problematic.

Denis felt confident in his claim because he used the common sense idea of “basic

town planning” as a mechanism to establish his beliefs as pragmatic and neutral and part of

some taken for granted norm. The town planning “axiom” he deployed to justify his belief

                                                
73 This is also an experience in other parts of the world, such as Brazil. Telles writes: “At the level of
simple observation, foreign observers of Brazilian urban areas will often point out racial segregation in
places like Rio de Janeiro, but Brazilians will often reply that there is no racial segregation, merely class
segregation. Racial segregation exists only to the extent that it is coterminous with class segregationn. If
poor neighbourhoods are mostly black and mixed race while middle-class neighbourhoods are almost
entirely white, it is because non-whites predominate in the lower class while whites dominate the middle
classes”. (Telles 1995: 395)
74 “It’s Survival of the Fittest, Says Angry Horse-Belt ‘Liberal’” Sunday times. 9 February 1992 (see Box
5, page 167)
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is that “you can’t put sub-economic housing in the middle of a suburb”. In other words, the

economic exclusivity of his neighbourhood is unassailable according to what he considers

to be generally accepted town planning conventions. Denis was objecting to the squatters

not because they were black, but because they were “impoverished and largely

unemployed” and they were “sub-economic”, which has no place in an affluent suburb.

Illegitimate occupation of land – squatters as lawbreakers

If squatting is to be opposed in non-racial terms, what discourses can be deployed in order

to achieve this? One important argument is the wrongness of “land grabbing” and what is

seen as the outrageousness of people occupying land they do not own. One newspaper

article referred to European norms and standards against random occupation of land in order

to make this point:

Nobody is allowed to go to, say, Frankfurt in Germany and plonk himself down on
someone’s vacant ground, erect a cardboard and plastic shack, defecate in the nearby
stream and steal from neighbouring houses to keep himself alive. As in South Africa,
Germany has laws against vagrancy, loitering and littering. The difference is that in this
country, these laws are not applied.75

Whereas the above example comes from Die Patriot, a right wing newspaper, similar

discourses of the “obvious wrongness” of living on land that one doesn’t own can be found

amongst liberals such as John and Alice.

John:76 … You cannot condone land-grabbing. If you do, if you condone that, not just here
in other place, then it’s going to be, you know, common cause. Everybody’s; if you want
a piece of land, fine, go and grab. I’ve got a lovely piece selected in Bulwer Park, myself.
14.116

Alice:77 I like Jameson Park  14.117

John: This is the argument we have, whether to go to Jameson or Bulwer, you know.
(Laughter)  14.118

Alice: … I mean there’s people who live out of town, far out of town, KwaMashu or
Umlazi  14.119

John: Ja  14.120

Alice: Who would, who bought a house and maybe would like to come and buy here  14.121

John: And be closer to work and 14.122

Alice: So why should they have preference? Why should, because they’re there, should
they be given [preference?]  14.123

John: They’re lawbreakers, as far as I’m concerned they’re lawbreakers. This is the whole;
I I have blacks at work that know I live with this sort of situation, and you know they say
to me, you know “well why does everybody allow it?” They want to know because
they’re law abiding citizens sitting miles away from bloody anywhere in KwaMashu or
Umlazi, you know. But because they’re law abiding they sit there and they wait, they
make their applications when the housing goes up and all that. They’re very confused by

                                                
75 “Are Squatters “Homeless’?” Die Patriot. 7 Feb 1992, p. 4
76 John: Male, 50s, English, Born in England, Married (to Alice), Financial Director, Interview 14 - Sep
96.
77 Alice: Female, 50s, English, Born in SA, Married (to John), Secretary, Interview 14 - Sep 96.
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this as well. But its a, unfortunately its a different, it’s a class thing, its a different class of
people that, compared to the law abiding citizens in Umlazi and KwaMashu.  14.124

This couple felt that the squatter settlement and their suburb could not co-exist and that

since squatters had no claim to the land they were occupying it is they who should move.

Attempting to highlight the unreasonableness of squatting, they joked that if they adopted

the squatter’s approach to land grabbing, they would move to Jameson Park (a formal Rose

Garden in the heart of up-market Morningside) or Bulwer Park in Glenwood (see Figure 6,

page 20). Further on in this extract, their attempts to prove that their beliefs were non-racists

turned to a distinction between different types of black people. John argued that the law-

abiding citizens were losing out to the lawbreakers who were just taking land for

themselves. He offered sympathy for those law abiding “blacks” who had remained in

remote townships patiently waiting for a legitimate opportunity to acquire a home closer to

their place of employment. He concluded that the difference between law-abiding township

dwellers and law-breaking squatters was one of class, implying that some black people had

integrity while others did not. By offering sympathy to some sections of the black

population, John is able to reiterate the non-racist basis for his objection to squatters, which

is that he objects to them on the grounds that they have not bought the land they are

occupying. It is not black people per se, but a certain class which disrespects the rule of

law.

This opinion is not specific to John, or Durban, but has been reported as the basis for

objections to squatters elsewhere in the country. Dixon and Reicher (1997: 370) quote from

interviews where established residents of Hout Bay, Cape Town, said that they did not mind

people of other races moving in on the condition that they did so by buying property, not

squatting. Whereas in the past, squatters were relocated away from formal areas purely on

the basis of their race, current opponents of squatters have to justify their arguments for the

removal of squatters in other terms, such as the fact that they are lawbreakers, land

grabbers, land thieves, and trespassers. In one letter printed in the Daily News , someone

asked “why land invaders are not being treated in the same manner as trespassers?’78 The

writer went on to speculate about the possibility of sinister motives for politicians’ inaction

over squatters, which would be to allow the squatters to become established.

During the period of land-invasions, the upper-income group affected by the presence

of squatters felt betrayed by the state, since they expected the state to uphold the ownership

of private property (Oelofse 1994: 53). The interview with Caren (2.33) reflected great

frustration with the local government not only for having failed to address the presence of

                                                
78 “Aspects of selective law worrying” Daily News. 7 March 1996 (letter to the editor)
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the squatters and their associated problems such as litter, but for actually having prevented

the eviction of squatters when removal was about to commence. Ironically, it was under the

last white government that many of the “land invasions” took place and it took the first

predominantly black government to restore the defensibility of private ownership. The

likely reason for this is that the pre-1994 National Party Government, under reformist

pressures of the ANC, felt that it would be making a political error by going back to its

draconian approach to squatters and simply allowed them to establish themselves. However,

Churton Collin’s vision of anarchy was never realised and, as he had urged, the rights of

private property once again became paramount. Just months after the 1994 democratic

election, for example, the Johannesburg City Council demolished shacks at Liefde and

Vrede. The management committee chairman Ian Davidson had to field a great deal of

criticism, and when asked how the Council’s actions were different from apartheid style

definition he referred to the threat of such actions to private land ownership:

Are you saying that if an individual takes the law into his own hands, moves in and
occupies property that is not his, before you can remove him, you have to provide him with
alternative accommodation? That property might be Devland, it might be Liefde and
Vrede, but as importantly, it might be your back garden or my back garden. In any situation
a person who tries to re-establish his right shouldn’t be in the dock.79

The clinching notion of Davidson’s argument was that of squatters establishing themselves

in suburban back gardens – and there being no recourse to legal or law enforcement

processes to remove them. By “bringing it home” in this way, he was aiming to strike a cord

with suburban residents, whom he was presumably addressing when he said “it might be

your back garden”. In 1995, the Housing minister himself, apparently with the support of

Nelson Mandela, said “When we discover land has been invaded we will use the full force

of the law to remove people”.80

The status of squatter settlements is therefore somewhat ambiguous. While many

continue to grow and entrench themselves, land owners do, at times, successfully deploy the

notion that the private ownership of land is sacred and through this manage to remove

squatters. Where this is not successfully executed, most whites continue to see them as

wrongfully occupying their land, as Pam explains:

Richard: If it [squatting] did start happening here, how would you feel about it?  11.174

Pam:81 I’d be very angry. Once again I think it’s giving the rights to people who; what
right have they got to live on land that doesn’t belong to them. I don’t know, to me that
makes me angry. I’m sorry for the fact that they haven’t accommodation, but it still
makes me angry, what they do.  11.175

                                                
79 “Council had to act on squatters, says Leon” The Sunday Times. 12 June 1994 (Ray Hartley)
80 “Government promises to crack down on illegal land invaders” The Sunday Tribune. 13 August 1995
(Terry van der Walt)
81 Pam: Female, 63, English, Born in SA Dbn, Widow, Secretary, Interview 11 - Sep 96.
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Some white residents therefore harbour outrage and anger towards squatters who have taken

“land that does not belong to them”.

This is compounded by they way in which squatters claim rights even though they

occupy land illegally. More specifically, the presence of squatters is seen by some to

present a threat to the ability of formal residents to elect and control political leaders for

their local government. In Box 11, frustration is expressed by that are not only “defying

attempts to have them moved off” but are actually being given the rights that are associated

with being a legitimate citizen, such as voting. Therefore a group of people who shouldn’t

even be there in the first place are suddenly interfering with the established (legitimate)

residents’ choice of political leadership. Another newspaper article complained that

“squatters have more rights than property owners”.82 In a general sense, then, squatter

settlements represent both the erosion of white monopoly of political power and the greater

assertiveness of the disenfranchised (Emmett 1992: 73). These concerns need to be placed

in the context of stringent debate in the mid-1990s around the nature of local government.

All attempts to join formal suburbs with less privileged areas met with great resistance, and

many privileged residents sought to ensure fragmented political units rather than “unified

cities”. Through the politics of scale (Robinson 1998), many hoped to ensure that they

would continue to make the primary decision about who would govern their suburb despite

being a democratic minority in the city. The arrival of squatters alongside suburbs,

therefore, appeared to thwart this attempt to preserve the right to choose a local government

that would represent the suburb instead of the rather different needs of the greater city.

Box 11: “Squatters should not have a say in voting” Daily News. 9 July 1996, p. 10

(Letter to the editor “Affronted Voter”)

 WE all know that squatting is unlawful because these
people are illegally occupying property and defying
attempts to have them moved off. We also know that the
authorities continue to turn a blind eye to a serious
problem.

What really irks me is that during the local
government elections the squatters were allowed to vote
with the residents and thereby interfered in the choice of
the leaders and parties in these suburbs.

This really stinks.
Nothing will be gained by accusing political parties

of sinister motives.
We already know the score on that one.
What are we doing about it?
That is the crucial issue here.
I believe that ratepayer bodies must take up this

matter and these illegal votes must be nullified.

                                                
82 “Squatting issue at boiling point” Die Patriot. p. 7. 21 January 1994
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Questioning squatters’ “need”

Not only are squatters discredited by being accused of stealing land, but their position as

“needy” is also diminished. This particular discursive response appears to be a backlash

against the “liberal discourses” attempting to gain sympathy for squatters by highlighting

their impoverishment.83 Some have responded, as the following show, by attempting to

discredit the notion that squatters are “needy”. The headline of Die Patriot article quoted

above asks “Are Squatters Homeless?” and opens with the following:

The liberal media refers to squatter camps as “informal settlements” and to squatters as
“homeless people”. But squatters came from somewhere. They didn’t just drop out of the
sky.84

The article contends that squatters do indeed have homes in the rural areas from which they

have migrated. Several years later a Durban newspaper took a different line on the same

theme and argued that squatters often already had urban homes and that their homes in

squatter camps were merely attempts to find “a better niche”.

…often there are grounds to suspect that squatter invasions are strategic. They are not by
innocent rural folk seeking a new start in the city, they are by already established squatters
who merely seek a better niche.85

Squatting is therefore portrayed as a greedy activity of the opportunistic rather than a

desperate activity of the innocent and needy. Some interview respondents also found

significance in the fact that some of the squatters already had homes elsewhere:

John:86 This perception the CMDA87 has that they are poor people without homes, it’s
totally wrong. Some of them yes, but a lot of them, well I’d say a majority of them,
they’ve got other things to spend their money on. Cars, they’ve got cars, they put in
sophisticated gas equipment in their shacks and all that, the truck comes and replaces the
cylinder everyday, they have dry cleaning done, you know, they’re not poor people.
They’ve got jobs, some of them have got good jobs.  14.177

---

Pauline:88 Our girl89 who comes once a fortnight, (pause) you know it’s laughable really.
She’s got three homes. We’ve got one home. 34.201

                                                
83 “Liberal” here does not refer to specific liberal philosophies as understood in an academic sense, but is
used to refer to anyone who appears more sympathetic to squatters than formal residents.
84 “Are Squatters “Homeless’?” Die Patriot. 7 Feb 1992, p. 4
85 “Squatter Evictions” Daily News. 13 Feb 1996 (editorial)
86 John: Male, 50s, English, Born in England, Married (to Alice), Financial Director, Interview 14 - Sep
96.
87 The CMDA is the Cato Manor Development Association which has been attempting to deliver
infrastructure and amenities to Cato Manor and to oversee its development.
88 Pauline: Female, 70, English, Born in SA - Pmb, Married (to Malcolm), Retired, Interview 34 - Aug
97.
89 “Girl” refers to a female domestic servant, whether a youth or not. This term is now considered
derogatory by many who avoid using it.
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In these two extracts, any sympathy one might have felt towards squatters thinking that they

were previously homeless people is nullified by the revelation that these people sometimes

have another home elsewhere. They are made to seem greedy and thoroughly undeserving

of compassion and tolerance. According to John, the reason why squatters squat is so that

they do not have to spend money on a house that they would materialistically prefer to

spend on other things such as cars, sophisticated gas systems and dry cleaning.

Box 12: “The fact that they are poor does not mean squatters are always right” The Star. 25 Jan

1992, p. 13 (Chris Gibbons)

…Now, it’s a funny thing about squatters, but there is a
tendency in certain quarters, especially in the media, to
assume that right is on their side.

They are poor. They are homeless. They are “victims
of the system”. They are oppressed. Therefore, runs the
common logic, anyone who wants to see them shifted
must be in the wrong.

But stop for a second and consider the
Zevenfontien/Chartwell example. If 4 000 squatters
moved in next door to you, how would you feel?

Whether you live in a flat or a house or on a plot is
irrelevant. Even a small camp like Zevenfontein is dirty,
unsightly, and unsanitary.

Nor do I know of too many liberals prepared to step
in and say to the squatters – fine, come and live in my
back garden.

It’s very easy to be righteous, provided the poor are
cluttering up someone else’s door-step.

But more important than this is the question of land
rights and values.

The right to own a piece of land and put your home
on it is an idea central to our concept of society, whether
Western or African. Remove this right and suddenly we

will be behind the Iron Curtain, in the socialist Dark
Days.

Now, clearly, the squatters are trying to exercise this
right. Like the rest of us, they want no more than a piece
of land on which they can build a shelter for their
families. But they cannot do this if they infringe the
rights of the residents of Chartwell.

And yes, the people in Chartwell have exactly the
same rights as the squatters in Zevenfontein, despite the
fact that they might be better off and white.

A right is something applicable to all, not just the
disadvantaged.

The argument is easier to grasp if you consider
something tangible like a motor car.

You have two cars and I have none. Therefore, I will
seize one of your cars. We will then each have a car and
be able to go on our separate journeys, yes?

No. Only in the realms of socialist fantasy is this
acceptable. Elsewhere that is called theft.

The same process applies to land. A squatter camp
spring up next door is a form of theft, depriving a
community like Chartwell of value as efficiently as a car
thief…

In another variation on this theme, one newspaper article participated in the backlash

against liberal sympathy for the poor not by questioning the poverty of squatters but by

questioning whether squatters’ poverty was the correct basis for allowing squatter

settlements to go unopposed (Box 12). According to Gibbons, the reason for wanting to

move squatters is that they are “dirty, unsightly, and unsanitary”. The basis for moving

squatters is by re-affirming the sanctity of private property and defending the rights of all

property owners – including the affluent. The squatters are not – as the liberals contend –

deserving of special rights; they are nothing more than thieves. In order to dismiss the

liberal call for sympathy of squatters, Gibbons has to construct this liberal discourse in a

certain way. The liberal logic – he argues – is that squatters are deserving of their sympathy

by virtue of the fact that they are poor. In constructing the liberal logic in this way he avoids

confronting the real thrust of most of those sympathetic to squatters – one which he himself
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acknowledges – which is that “squatters are victims of the system” and that they were

“oppressed”. Squatter sympathisers would point out that the reason why some people squat

is because they have been structurally denied access to the land they want to occupy both

through the Group Areas Act and through the Job Colour Bar which prevented any

possibility of earning enough to live there. In this and the other constructions (above), the

liberal “straw man” appears as a self righteous, naive and hypocritical traitor whose

protestations about social injustice are thereby discredited.

The failure of Gibbons to deal with challenges about past inequality is not surprising.

Gibbon’s argument is goal orientated, the goal being the removal of squatters from suburbs.

Gibbons seemed to be arguing that no formal resident should have to (and would be

prepared to) tolerate the unsightly and unsanitary presence of squatters and land laws should

be used to achieve necessary separation. White people’s own history of land theft which has

helped create current urban formations such as squatters is, conveniently, ignored.

Overpopulation as the cause of squatting

Discrediting squatters can also take place through certain constructions of the causes of

squatting. In several interviews and letters published in newspapers, there was evidence that

some whites perceive squatter settlements to result from squatters’ own failings rather than

the structural conditions such as apartheid or institutionalised economic inequality. In a

classic case of “blaming the victim”, several research participants blamed the growth of

squatter settlements on black people’s high population growth rate. The notion of “Blaming

the Victim” has been defined, after Ryan’s 1971 book of that name, as “a way of thinking

about social problems that locates their origins in the purported deficits and failings of their

victims rather than in the social institutions and practice that had brought about and

sustained their victimization” (Brinton Lykes, Banuazizi, Liem and Morris 1996: 7). In the

following, James fears population growth is the cause of black urbanisation.

James:90 And also it’s really the way er the population’s er is predominantly black –
they’re outbreeding us by ten to one I’m sure – and er they’re also moving into the er
(pause) the metropolitan centres.  57.105

The structure of James’ statement places black people as originating in rural areas, and their

move to cities is only a recent trend resulting from population growth. Similarly, the letter

to the editor of the Natal Mercury, reproduced in Box 13, below , explicitly blames

population growth for the emergence of squatter settlements. The writer specifically

rejected any role apartheid played in the development of squatter settlements, stating that

                                                
90 James: Male, ± 60, English, Born SA - Dbn, Married (to Mel), Banking, Interview 57 - Oct 97.
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the sole cause was “unchecked population growth”. This argument was made using

“evidence” that other parts of Africa also had squatters and since they did not have

apartheid the common characteristic of population growth must be the cause. The letter

writer not only blamed squatters for their own misfortune but also implied that their

reckless irresponsibility placed added burdens on those who had been more disciplined in

their procreation. By extension, the true innocent victims of squatting, according to the

letter writer, are those who are not contributing to the problem and yet are having to

shoulder the burden; i.e. the middle class. Furthermore the “animal population” has had to

be culled as a result of the overpopulation problem and the environment is therefore another

victim of the same irresponsibility that is causing squatter camps. If read literally, the

penultimate sentence argues that it would be preferable to cull man’s population (sic) rather

than the animal population, but one hopes that the writer simply meant that it would be

preferable for humans to curb their population growth. The writer implies that women

should be forcibly sterilised, presumably because they are incapable of doing the right thing

on their own.

Box 13: “High Population Growth Creates Squatter Camps” Natal Mercury. 6 February 1992

(Letter to the editor by “Parent of Two”, Umbilo)91

SIR – The reader who last week blamed apartheid for
the growing number of squatters and shanty towns
around our cities doesn’t know what he is talking about.
They should visit countries like Nigeria, Uganda and
Zambia to see how they live, as with most other African
countries.

No the real reason is the high population growth. No
woman should be allowed to have more than two or three
children at the most, and then she should then be

sterilised. How can any family, even on a normal wage,
afford to have six or even 10 children, and why should
others subsidise all the unplanned children.

Man deems it right to cull the animal population, but
this would not be necessary if he culled his own. The
influx of people to our towns and cities is solely because
of the unchecked population growth, and this should be
top priority for the “New South Africa”.

A further example of the notion that overpopulation is the root cause of social ills is the

following blunt extract from an interview with an elderly couple.

Malcolm:92 A [big] problem is the fornication thing  34.109

Richard: Right, you’re worried about the population  34.110

Malcolm: Ja. You know they just keep coming (laughs). [ ] Well it’s happening all over,
it’s happening in China, India, all the poor  34.111

Pauline: Well they’ve stopped it in China. They’ve stopped it in China but they’ll never do
the same thing here. China they’re allowed one child per couple, and that’s the right way

                                                
91 A similar letter written at around the same time made the following statement: “The situation cannot
only be blamed on apartheid policies of the past; urbanisation always increases in times of recession and
the major cause was not even touched on, namely the population explosion among our black people”.
(“We have to pay for squatters” The Star 11 Feb 1992, p 9 by D. McAllister, Benmore – Letter). Dixon et
al (1994: 284) also provided an example of the belief that overpopulation causes squatting.
92 Malcolm: Male, 68, English, Born in SA - Dbn, Married (to Pauline), Retired, Interview 34 - Aug 97.
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if you’ve got to keep the population down. Here the average black fathers six to eight
children – out of wedlock – doesn’t matter. Marriage doesn’t mean a thing to them.  34.112

Malcolm: No there’s too many, you can’t; you can’t win. You have to solve it because,
you’ll manage to solve the educational problem, the housing problem, solve the
unemployment problem, you’ll solve everything. And AIDS is coming really too slowly
at the moment {right} you know it’s not quick enough. You need something to [?]
something’s going to happen to level it out, it can’t carry on  34.113

For Pauline and Malcolm, South African poverty – like poverty all over the world – is

caused by overpopulation. They hold out little hope that South Africa will follow the

Chinese path of strictly controlled fertility and the country is therefore inevitably going to

have problems such as squatting. The use of the word “fornication” and the disapproval of

children born “out of wedlock” conveys a clear moral judgement on black people. “They”

are constructed as a group for whom the (civilised, Christian) institutions of monogamy and

marriage are meaningless. Moral impoverishment directly causes economic impoverishment

and structural inequalities such as apartheid do not enter the causal frame. In other words,

poverty is not only caused by the irresponsibility of reckless breeding, but also by the

immorality of “fornication” (also see Jarosz 1992: 122).

Unlike the more ambiguous culling statement in the previous extract, the inescapable

intent of Malcolm’s last two sentences are that he wishes for large scale mortality of black

people through AIDS. In the Malthusian tradition, Malcolm has optimism that nature itself

will restore equilibrium in an unbalanced situation. His satisfaction in the cold logic of

nature is enabled precisely by already having established the godless immorality which

resulted in the problem in the first place.93 Malcolm’s statement is arguably a contemporary

expression of the old fantasy of extermination, as discussed in Chapter 3. White government

did not get around to genocide, but maybe we can put our hope in disease.

As a final example, returning to Die Patriot article already cited above, the following

extract outlines in detail the “shocking” growth rates of blacks.

The Black population explosion is rarely if ever referred to when liberals lament the
“housing shortage” in SA, or the “lack of jobs” and all of the other lacks in this country’s
third world community.

What is really lacking is birth control, and as long as this government continues to
evade the issue, and carries on sapping the white taxpayer in order to seek parity in
education, housing medical care and so forth, squatting and its concomitant ills will
continue to plague South Africa until serious conflict erupts over the continual erosion of
White property rights and security.

                                                
93 Patton established that in the West, heterosexual AIDS has been portrayed as limited to Africa thereby
associating it with the African Other (1992: 218). The failure of modern nuclear families to supplant what
is seen as traditional African sexuality (i.e. promiscuous and exotic) is believed to be the root of the
spread of AIDS (Patton 1992: 225). Many western programmes to deal with AIDS in Africa hold that
“those who cannot be contained within [the bourgeois] family will be simply left to die (Patton 1992:
230). It appears that this belief system holds for some South Africans who consider themselves “Western”
and construct their fellow citizens as inevitably AIDS-ridden and doomed.
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While the White population increased by a mere 1,6% between 1980 and 1985, the
growth for Blacks was 3%. Future projections vary greatly, but it is estimated that Blacks
will number anything between 46 and 66 million in the year 2020. Whites will number 5,5
million (President’s Council Report 1983: Demographic Tendencies in SA).94

Once again, whites – who have a lower growth rate than blacks – are depicted as the victims

of those who irresponsibly procreate. The fact that these statistics came from the President’s

council at a time when population growth was a key tool in anti-black propaganda seems to

have been ignored by this journalist. His article goes on to use these demographic “facts” to

argue for a repatriation of squatters to their rural “homes”. Housing shortages and

joblessness are dismissed as causes of squatting, which is attributed singularly on a lack of

birth control.

5 . 4  S P A T I A L  R E S P O N S E S :  P R I V A T I S E D  S E G R E G A T I O N

[W]e live in “fortified cities” brutally divided between “fortified cells” of affluent society
and “places of terror” where the police battle the criminalised poor. (Davis 1990: 224)

At various times after the democratic transition, reports in newspapers announced plans of

particular communities to enclose their neighbourhoods behind fencing and booms across

roads.95 In some neighbourhoods, organisers attempt to raise money from all residents in

order to fence off the perimeter, or a vulnerable section, to erect booms across access roads

and to pay for guards to operate them. Proposals were also made to fence off public spaces

such as parks in order to prevent access to all except local residents.96 In green-field

residential developments, organisers attempt to raise investment in new fortified villages

that will allow secure comfortable living behind protected barricades and controlled access.

Such moves are justified on pragmatic grounds: the severe crime situation and apparent lack

of action on the part of the police necessitates neighbourhood action. Squatters are, of

course, only one part of a more generalised threat of crime, which has prompted the trend

towards defensive architecture. Schutte described the trend as follows:

                                                
94 “Are Squatters “Homeless’?” Die Patriot. 7 Feb 1992, p. 4
95 “Residents out to Shock Criminals” Saturday Paper. 6 July 1996, p. 1 (Paul Kirk); “A Fortified
Village” Personality Magazine. 14 March 1997, Sunday Times. KZN Metro Section, 11 May 1997
(Charis  Perkins); “Winston Park to be Fortified with Fence” Daily News. 9 July 1997 (Clinton Nagoor);
“Electric Fences Make Good Neighbours” Mail and Guardian. 29 January 1999, p. 12 (Chris McGreal);
“Living Behind the Barricades” Mail and Guardian . 12 January 2001 (Sheree Rossouw).
96 Residents near Rapson park in Morningside complained about the arrival of vagrants in the park that
“Children used to play in the park. Old people used to sit there, now they get accosted and abused. I can’t
hear my television over the noise” (“Residents Want Rapson Park Fenced” Berea Mail. 15 September
1995, p.1 (Lisa-Jane Paul); “Rapson Road Vagrant Problem Solved: SAPS Praised for Ridding Park of
Bad Elements” Berea Mail. 26 January 1996, p. 1 (Lisa-Jane Paul))
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Over the course of my field trips, I observed how white homeowners increased the height
of the fences or brick walls surrounding their properties. Fences and walls 8 to 10 feet high
line the residential streets. Some owners have affixed razor-wire coils to the tops of their
walls, and most of the walls display signs warning intruders that the property is protected
by some alarm system or security firm. The richer the owner, the more elaborate the
security devices… This obsession with security is a relatively recent phenomenon that
started in the 1980s, when the crime rate soared with the unemployment rate. (Schutte
1995: 180)

At times, the desire to have an enclosed community is linked directly with the local

presence of squatters. One resident near Manor Gardens was quoted in the newspaper as

saying

This was a beautiful area before the squatters moved in. But now I lie in bed at night when
the dogs bark and I can’t sleep I’m so fearful. I’m keen to pay to block off our road and so
is [my husband] 97

While road closures in Durban are relatively uncommon, they are commonplace in some

suburbs of Johannesburg. One area of the Johannesburg metro council reportedly had 360

road closures consisting of booms and gates set up across roads to regulate access

(Landman 2000b: 2). For some, however, this option has limited potential for neutralising a

squatter camp adjacent to a suburb and new mechanisms for putting distance between

suburbs and squatter settlements have to be found. A real estate analyst advised those

affected residents of such areas “move out and start again”. He stated that he

foresees the tendency for middle-class and upper bracket home-owners to live behind high
security walls increasing in the next five years. “In the Middle Ages people lived behind
their drawbridges because they feared for their lives, and that is what his happening here.’98

The “upper bracket”, then, are likened to landed gentry in the middle ages forced to build

defensive architecture to fend off the marauding hordes. The reference to the “middle ages”

refers to a perceived time in history when not all citizens of Europe were “civilised” and

society was divided into the progressive elite and the uncivilised masses. While all citizens

of Europe are now seen to have attained a more civilised level, white South Africans find

themselves in a situation outside of Europe, where they share their city with what they see

as an uncivilised mass. Like their European forbears, the members of the middle class of

South Africa are forced – fearing for their lives – behind fortified perimeters, victims of a

lawless and uncivilised environment.

Property developers themselves have adopted the terminology of medieval fortresses.

George Hazeldon, featured in an article on his plan to build a fortified village near Cape

Town, likens his envisioned development to the ancient French fortress monastery of Mont

                                                
97 Sunday Times. KZN Metro Section, 11 May 1997 (Charis Perkins),
98 “The Red-line districts” The Sunday Star. 24 Jan 1993, p. 20 (Peter De Ionno)
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St Michel. 99 The planned town, called “Heritage Park”, is to consist of 2 000 homes and is

intended to be self-sufficient, providing jobs for most residents and meeting all their retail,

health, education, religious and recreational needs. Hazeldon describes the planned town in

glowingly utopian terms, an attempt to recreate a sense of community free from worry. The

landscape of this “ideal town” as is suggested by its name, is inspired by European

architectural styles such as Cape Dutch and Tudor English, and the construction of salmon

filled lakes and parks. In order to defend this utopia, barricaded entrances, electric fencing

and dozens of patrolling security guards would be put in place. Predictably, the developer

pre-empts any accusation that this is an attempt to secure a racially exclusive space.

The blacks and coloureds must be having it worse than we are when it comes to crime so
there’ll be some who want to live here. The only criteria is that people want to live as good
neighbours. We can build part of the rainbow nation here. (Box 1, page 13 above)

However, plans for the town had to confront the existence of a squatter settlement of 1 000

residents on the proposed site. To solve this “unsightly” problem, Hazeldon planned to

flatten the squatter settlement and construct a township located, naturally on the outside of

the electric fence. The parallels of this approach to the apartheid government are hard to

avoid.

The appeal of Hazeldon’s vision rests not only on the idealised neighbourhood free

from Others, but also on the potential avoidance of the city as a whole. In Chapter 4 it was

established that cities are seen to be unpleasant places, primarily because of unregulated

mixing and unrestricted access by anyone to that space. The city, then, is “a deteriorated

world pervaded by not only pollution and noise but more importantly, confusion and

mixture, that is, social heterogeneity” (Caldeira 1996: 309). Garden-city landscapes of

parks, salmon filled lakes and views of mountains contrast with the disturbing CBD

environment. By offering “a self sufficient town” from which some lucky people will

seldom have to venture, residents will be able to avoid the city all together (Caldeira 1996:

314). Many have therefore abandoned the hope of the achievement of a modern first world

city and have found their “peace of mind” by establishing privatised fortified enclaves,

effectively “islands to which one can return every day, in order to escape from the city and

its deteriorated environment” (Caldiera 1996: 309).

These trends towards the fortification of space are not limited to South Africa, and

have been well documented in places such as the US and Brazil (Caldiera 1996: 311, Davis

1990). According to Caldeira, the fear of crime and violence is closely associated with the

emergence of new urban forms in a number of places in the world, characterised by private

                                                
99 “Electric Fences Make Good Neighbours” Mail and Guardian. 29 January 1999, p. 12 (Chris
McGreal). See Box 1, page 13.
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fortified enclaves designed so that their affluent occupants can have maximum control over

the enclosed spaces. Crucially, although crime is cited as the primary reason for such urban

forms, it is not the only motivation, and

to relate security exclusively to crime is to fail to recognize all the meanings it is acquiring
in various types of environments. The new systems of security not only provide protection
from crime, but also create segregated spaces in which the practice of exclusion is carefully
and rigorously exercised. (Caldeira 1996: 311)

Indeed it is possible to question the effectiveness of current trends towards high walls as

they go against what some see as international best practice in security-conscious

architecture. Neighbourhoods that are serious about crime eradication are urged to build low

walls in order to see from and into other houses, and to encourage neighbourly contact.100

This suggests, once again, that privacy is a prominent factor in determining the way people

build their homes, regardless of the effectiveness of this in preventing crime. The

privatisation of space through fortified enclaves also enables the exclusion of those who are

seen as both criminally threatening and undesirable. In the process of establishing such

urban forms, those who benefit from them are, by necessity, undertaking a process of

defining some types of people as safe (desirable) and others as a threat (undesirable).

Contemporary urban segregation is complementary to the issue of urban violence. On the
one hand, the fear of crime is used to legitimate increasing measures of security and
surveillance. On the other, the proliferation of everyday talk about crime becomes the
context in which residents generate stereotypes as they label different social groups as
dangerous and therefore as people to be feared and avoided. (Caldeira 1996: 324)

These urban forms, then, represent to some extent the privatisation of what was previously a

state project: urban segregation. Not only do fences act as physical barriers, ostensibly to

keep out criminals, but they also act as powerful symbols to pedestrians, and others who

may not be resident in the area but may have wanted to pass through (Landman 2000a: 6).

Social boundaries are thus “architecturally policed” (Davis 1990: 223) and, as Le Page

comments,

An enclosed neighbourhood essentially appropriates to a small community the public
spaces within it – roads, parks and greenbelt. It infringes the right to privacy of those who
would move within it, by demanding that they provide personal details in order to enter a
space in which they have every right to move unhindered.101

Such barriers are physical statements regarding the kinds of people who belong and the

kinds that do not. They are an attempt to restore a certain sense of “our” identity through

boundary maintenance, prompted by “a persistently proximate abject or uncanny [that]

threatens to overwhelm the boundaries of individual and collective identity” (Wilton 1998:

                                                
100 “Behind the fortress walls” Mail and Guardian . 7 July 2000, p. 13 (David Le Page)
101 ibid. “Behind the fortress walls” Mail and Guardian. 7 July 2000, p. 13 (David Le Page)
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183). Vividly using the metaphor of the body and infection, Le Page highlights the way in

which defensive mechanisms such as security check points are orientated around the health

of the suburban neighbourhood:

[Roads] are suddenly closed off and fenced off at the ends, like cauterised veins. Specially
enlisted antibodies – security guards, dogs, little huts, booms and visitors’ registers –
cluster around every foreign body. 102

Without recognition by officials of the need for purified spaces, residents are left to direct

their own resources to attempt to achieve the same function.

5 . 5  M O R E  P R O G R E S S I V E  V I E W S

As always, it is important to acknowledge that the hostile and negative responses to

squatters are not representative of all ways in which whites respond to this urban trend. The

above may leave the impression that squatters are universally hated by whites – an

impression which would be wrong. The negative discourses do not necessarily operate as a

monolithic battery of arguments but are a series of discrete discourses that are deployed in

various contexts for a variety of ends. Although this section will not undertake a full

inventory of what we might simplistically call more pro-squatter sentiment, it will provide a

few examples.

Barry is one white person who has little sympathy for the complaints by formal

residents in Manor Gardens adjacent to Cato Crest squatter settlements

Barry:103 Stocks and Stocks104 designed this beautiful low cost housing er set-up, it was
quite intense but it was very very pretty. All those neighbours got together and said,
because they knew that Indians and Blacks might be able to buy into it but it was really
pretty, it was an architects dream. And they presented it and it was approved and the
residents got together and shot it down. And now they’ve got that, so every time I see a
Cato or Manor Gardens person which is behind the university, I always have a big
chuckle.  12.188

Barry therefore believes that formal residents have created the situation they now find

themselves in because they previously prevented blacks and Indians coming into the area

under more favourable and planned conditions.

A second example of more pro-squatter settlement is Chris and Sue – a married couple

who moved into the Manor Gardens area after the arrival of squatters. They argue both that

crime has “levelled out” and that one can see evidence of beautification and attempts at

shack upgrading.

                                                
102 “Behind the fortress walls” Mail and Guardian . 7 July 2000, p. 13 (David Le Page)
103 Barry: Male, 43, English, Born in SA - Zululand, Married, Personnel, Sep 96 and Jul 97.
104 Stocks and Stocks is a large construction company.
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Chris:105 But you see I think that it has sort of levelled out again. I think there’s much less
crime, but your your your your; and it is not, if you go over there to the squatter camp
when you drive past, I’ve never been inside one, these people are house-proud, they’re
person proud, they have little gardens they  41.113

Sue:106 Some of them have  41.114

Chris: Ja, I don’t think that; there people who say oh well these squatters they’re criminals.
You you cannot  41.115

Sue: You can’t blank people  41.116

Later…

Richard: [Do you dislike the squatter settlement? 41.240

Chris: No, it doesn’t bother me at all. We’re actually, I’m very interested  41.241

Richard: Because you moved in after they were there  41.242

Chris: Oh yes. … 41.243

Sue: You know … it’s the crime that’s the threat{ja}. It’s the crime that’s associated with
the low low economic living standards, low economic order, and that’s the main thing.
But um when you, if you drive past close by you can actually see that some people have
done small alterations like paint their window frames {ja} and often we see people
walking along and they’ve got packets and plastic bags and they’ve got a plant in it that
they got from somewhere and they going there … They go into the Brickhill Rd, [where
there are hardware shops], with a wheelbarrow, on a Saturday morning especially and you
see a guy with three bags of cement, he’s pushing pushing it back to the squatter camp, or
a load of bricks, or he’s what did we see one day? [ ] No it was a pallet, a wooden pallet.
A child of about eleven and he had you know a double double wooden wooden pallet,
there were four of them carrying them and one carrying one by himself - [~] on top of his
head. 41.246

Although Sue expresses concern about the possibility of crime, which she believes is caused

by poverty, she and her husband have noticed with interest the way in which the residents of

the squatter settlement are struggling to improve their dwellings. She was also aware of

sweeping categorisations of squatters and argued that the whole group cannot be given a

criminal label.

Denis – a semi-retired investor – explains in the following extract how the nearby

presence of a squatter settlement did not deter him from moving into the area.

Richard: So the squatter settlement was here before you moved in? 48.4

Denis:107 Yes it was. 48.5

Richard: Its surprising because a lot of people moved away. 48.6

Denis: Ja we were influenced by the fact that our daughter lives just down on the corner.
{mhm} and er we wanted to be close to her. Er I have a son just over the hill. And we’re
church people and our church is down on Umbilo road, you know we wanted to stay in
the area. Um the squatters um, they don’t bug me too much. ... They have affected, they
certainly have affected property prices in the area, that for sure. But you know we’ve
been tracking the development, this whole Cato Manor development story and it looks
like one of these days the whole place will get cleaned up and rebuilt. Um and the crime
in this area is no worse than anywhere else, in fact I would believe its better because they
control it quite well and um we feel very secure in this little complex, you know the

                                                
105 Chris: Male, ± 60, Afrikaans, Born in SA - Krugersdorp, Married (to Sue), Journalist, Interview 41 -
Sept 97.
106 Sue: Female, ± 47, English, Born in SA - East London, Married (to Chris), Journalist, Interview 41 -
Sept 97.
107 Denis: Male, 67, English, Born in SA – Pretoria, Semi-retired investor, Interview 48 – Sep 97
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security here is good. We had one major burglary when we moved in but that was our
fault, we didn’t lock the place 48.7

Richard: [many residents in the area are very comfortable] 48.8

Denis: Ja. A lot of people have sold here 48.9

Denis: My son’s moving to Durban from Empangeni at the end of the year and we were
house-hunting for him and its just remarkable how the value of places just over the hill as
compared to here, so he’s coming into this area as well. We’ve bought him a nice house
and um took advantage of the squatter crisis (laughing). But you know we’re here for
good so we’re not too fussed about it. 48.10

Denis and his wife live in a “simplex” inside a gated complex. This clearly enables him to

feel safer from the threat of crime. However, he seems to believe that there is no basis for

assuming that Manor Gardens has a higher crime rate than anywhere else. He has chosen to

live there because of the convenience of the location and he and his son have capitalised on

the fact that the property prices are depressed. In other words, they believe that they are

under-valued and these purchases have therefore been a bargain. Denis has faith that the

authorities are in the process of introducing infrastructure and up-grading the shack

settlement which would take care of other concerns such as pollution.

5 . 6  C O N C L U S I O N

Squatters and slum dwellers have been the target of condemnation and eviction across

various historical and geographical contexts, and it is striking to note how similar the

arguments against squatters have been despite the fact that the contexts have been different.

Many of the arguments made against slum dwellers in Victorian Britain and America, for

example that they harboured disease, criminals, illegal liquor sales and other vices, were

applied in Africa, Latin America and Asia in the twentieth century (Anderson 1995;

Stallybrass and White 1986; Swanson 1977; Ward 1989). Squatters, slums and other

informal “underclass” residential forms have tormented planners in many contexts

attempting to achieve ordered, modern cities. As Swanson (1977: 390) said in paraphrasing

Stedman Jones’ assessment of the treatment of poverty in London, slums were viewed “in

the image of contagion as a threat to Victorian expectations of progress and social order”.

Similar points have been made about squatters in colonial and post-colonial settings:

As Perlman (1976) has shown, the common views, held by both Latin American
governments and international development agencies, has long been that the slum-dwellers
bring “traditional”, rural values with them to town; consequently they are socially,
culturally and economically marginal to, and parasitic upon, the progressive, urban
environment. (Sharp 1988c: 115)

Almost universally, therefore, squatters are seen to “spoil” the intended effect of cities as

modern, progressive, civilised spaces and are resented rather than treated sympathetically.



Desegregating Minds, Chapter 5 210

Squatters are therefore usually denied legitimacy, full citizenship, and even compassion by

those who consider themselves to be the acceptable, legitimate and “normal” urban

population. Opponents of squatters choose to see irreconcilable differences between

squatters and themselves, rather than common ground and interests. Squatters are seen to

pose a variety of threats to suburbs such that they are simply incompatible and, without

segregation, suburbs lose their safety, their health, their value and their identity.

Of course segregation is no longer on the agenda of the government and access to

housing is now determined by the market rather than racial zoning. However, the

implication of squatting for white people was that the much cherished market filter –

whereby only “desirable” people are able to move near whites because of the high cost of

renting or buying property in these areas – is being contemptuously flouted (Emmett 1992:

78). In Chapter 6, it will be shown that through the market system, white people have been

able to put on a veneer of non-racism by saying that they do not mind other races moving in

since they would be “acceptable” if they were able to afford the cost of living there. Black

and Indian people buying houses in areas formerly designated “white” is an example of

same-status contact, or contact between people of different races who have the same level

of income, similar levels of education and similar “western” lifestyles. As Chapter 6 will

show, it is a type of contact that most white people find acceptable and they are willing to

abandon their previous racially exclusive stance in order to allow these acceptable elements

of other races in. 108 When, however, people of other races – usually black – become

neighbours of whites by squatting on adjacent land, contact is clearly not considered same-

status. Through “land-invasions”, the squatters have come to occupy land despite market

forces which would generally not allow them to be there. Thus the market was not able to

filter out the undesirable neighbours by pricing the land so that only moneyed people could

afford to live there. Squatters, by definition, bypass the market system and occupy the land

without being supposed to do so.

Is this, then, simply a case of class conflict? Saff argues that because whites

decreasingly articulate their hostility to squatters in racial terms, and that because middle

class people of other races express similar sentiments, class is now a more relevant mode of

analysis than race (1994: 388). He argues that land invasions amount to a threat to “the

interests of the affluent classes” (1994: 389). Saff seems to be saying that whites’ objections

should be read as hostility to their class status rather than their race, or that squatters are

disliked because they challenge white material privilege. Race is revealed to be what many

neo-Marxists have always believed it to be: a “smokescreen … distracting attention away

                                                
108 See quotes on p. 224.
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from the actual social divisions” (Wetherell and Potter 1992: 17). This chapter has indeed

confirmed the denial of the importance of race by many whites but, unlike Saff, it does not

conclude that race is no longer relevant in explaining the desire for segregation. Views of

whites demonstrate that race and class intersect to produce the squatter as an inferior or

anti-normal subject who is fundamentally threatening to “ordinary middle class suburbs”.

The threat is indeed to the “interests of affluent classes” but inside the minds of the

members of this class, we have seen that concerns expressed by whites are about so much

more than their bank balances. The fall of property prices with the arrival of squatters is not

simply an objective event that threatens “affluent class interests” but is itself indicative of

the perception of squatters. Squatter settlements and their residents are constructed as

dangerous, dirty, unhygienic, drunk, abusive, noisy, morally wanting, law breaking,

undeserving, and so on. They threaten white neighbourhoods’ sense of normality in that

they are seen to fall short of the “modern” and “civilised” standards of those

neighbourhoods.

I believe it is inappropriate to speak in terms of “the relative weight of class and race”

(Saff 2001: 91). Under white government, class was defined in terms of race whereas in

post apartheid South Africa, there has been a partial separation between the two. It is only a

partial separation in that the black middle class has been “allowed” to escape its previously

inferior status as simultaneously of inferior race and exploited class. The impoverished

majority, however, continue to retain a similar status in the eyes of formal residents as they

had under apartheid. That this group is overwhelmingly (if not universally) black means

that race need not be mentioned in order to be evoked. The deracialised discourses of whites

are the result of the stigma of racism, not the declining importance of race (Dixon and

Reicher 1997: 370). Race has become, as one journalist put it, an “elephant in the living

room” – everyone knows its there but no one wants to acknowledge its presence.109

The point of this discussion on squatters has not been to suggest that white people are

necessarily “unreasonable” or “wrong” in their response to squatters, but quite simply that

white people’s sense of identity and place is fundamentally unsettled by the presence of a

large group of people previously defined as foreign. This foreignness was not just a mutual

difference but an unacceptable foreignness, a foreignness which – under white government

– was hidden away in valleys and behind “natural buffers” to shield and protect suburbia

from its negative opposite. The hostile, defensive response of established residents is

unsurprising since squatters do indeed threaten their suburban normality as they define it. If

whites can be held accountable for anything it is for failing to realise (or acknowledge if

                                                
109 “The elephant in the living room” Weekly Mail. P. 12, 14 Feb 1992 (Phillip van Niekerk)
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they do realise) that their middle class normality was achieved precisely through the

impoverishment and exclusion of the black majority. White people’s outrage at the presence

of squatters is seldom matched with an outrage at the unjust processes which created

squatters.



6 

When in Rome… The Assimilationist

Response to the New Middle Class

White domination is reproduced by the way that white people colonise the definition of
normal. (Dyer 1988, 45, quoted in McGuinness 2000: 225-230)

That the stigmatized individual can be caught taking the tactful acceptance of himself
too seriously indicates that this acceptance is conditional. It depends upon normals
not being pressed past the point at which they can easily extend acceptance – or, at
worst, uneasily extend it. The stigmatized are tactfully expected to be gentlemanly and
not to press their luck; they should not test the limits of their acceptance shown them,
nor make it the basis for still further demands. Tolerance, of course, is usually part of
the bargain. (Goffman 1963: 120-121)

toleration implies that the thing tolerated is morally reprehensible. Another is the
implication that it is alterable. To speak of tolerating another implies that it is to his
discredit that he does not change that feature of himself which is the object of
toleration. (Mendus, 1989, quoted in Bauman 1991: 8)

As urban apartheid broke down, so the process of residential desegregation brought various

types of people – who were previously kept apart – into everyday contact in their living

environments. Thus far we have examined what can be described as the largely

segregationist responses to squatters, vagrants and street traders where race and class

combine to produce these as the “underclass” of the city, “undesirable” in our space. The

present chapter deals with white people’s responses to a different form of desegregation,

where white residents living in areas previously reserved for their use are being joined by

black and Indian residents of a similar economic status to existing residents (i.e. middle

class). Responses to these non-white newcomers has been mixed, characterised in some

cases by outrage and in other cases by what appears to be welcoming acceptance. Even

amongst the most tolerant responses, however, there is evidence that acceptance is not

without obligations on the part of the newcomers. In Goffman’s terms, white people’s

responses to this group can be summarised as a conditional acceptance of people of other

races. The condition of acceptance is that the non-white newcomers are middle class in
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more than just an economic sense; they are expected to conform to the western suburban

standards to which most white residents aspire. Many whites expect there to be a type of

assimilation in which only the newcomers are expected to change while the established

residents are not. The discussion gives consideration to the way some whites presume to

have the authority to accept or reject people, and the terms of acceptance set out for

newcomers. The established residents consider themselves to be the “normals” and the

stigmatised newcomers – made visible by their skin colour – are in the process of learning

to become “normal”, or alternatively are in the process of proving themselves to be

“normal”.

The acceptance of other races, albeit conditional, has been a recent trait of the

established white residents of the Berea who have historically fought to retain the suburb

for their exclusive use. Following on from the nineteenth century experience of Natal as

more segregationist than the liberal Cape, Durban was at the forefront of urban racial

segregation in the twentieth century (Edwards 1994: 415). Even before apartheid came into

being with the election of the National Party in 1948, the Durban City Council had

articulated the language and instruments of racial segregation and was lobbying the central

state to implement segregationist legislation. Once Indians and Coloureds joined black

people as the targets of compulsory segregation under the 1950 Group Areas Act, Durban

showed “the greatest enthusiasm” of all major cities for its implementation (Kuper 1958:

34).

Furthermore, it has been argued that segregationist legislation was not primarily

directed at black people, who were seen to be a passive threat, but was directed at Indians,

who were seen to be far more of an actual threat (Edwards 1994: 417; Maharaj 1997: 137).

This was because Indians at the time were far more upwardly mobile and were capable of

buying their way into white areas, whereas black people mostly could not. The management

of a large Indian population was an issue that was peculiar to Durban. Indian people had

been brought in as indentured labour to work on the sugar plantations of Natal during the

latter stages of the nineteenth century, which meant that 80% of the South African Indian

population lived in the province (Maharaj 1995: 33). After their 10 years service, the

labourers were released from their jobs and given the choice of returning home or staying as

“free” people (Scott 1994: 31). Many stayed and turned to market gardening and trading as

a means of generating income (Bagwandeen 1983: 2). Many Indians were successful in

these ventures and ultimately came to be seen as an economic threat by whites. They were

able to undercut white traders through lower profit margins and the use of family labour

(Maharaj 1995: 34). Their successful entrepreneurealism meant that their standards of living
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gradually improved and accordingly, their demand for better housing increased.1 The

Durban City Council refused to meet this need and the result was that Indian people

increasingly moved into European areas such as the Berea, where the main stock of good

housing was located.

This trend – labelled as “Indian Penetration” by whites – horrified the white population

on the grounds that they were a threat to their economic class and sense of civilisation. The

problem was summarised by Huttenback as follows: “Indians had to be prevented from

sullying a white civilization whose standards they could ‘defile’ as long as they possessed

rights such as franchise, the liberty to compete ‘unfairly’ in business, or even what would

seem merely the normal concomitant of bare existence” (Huttenback 1976: 195, quoted in

Magubane 1996: 299). An Indian “Penetration” Commission began in 1940 to investigate

why Indians were breaching the natural instinct to live in their own community. Witnesses

at the commission complained that penetration was an act of defiance against natural

segregation and a desire to demonstrate equality with whites (Kuper et al 1958: 146). It was

even seen, somewhat hypocritically, as a “sinister movement for the invasion and

acquisition of the City of Durban, a tentacle of Indian Imperialism” (Kuper et al 1958: 146).

The result was legislation that prevented the acquisition of property in European areas by

Indians.2 In fact, “penetration” was somewhat more restricted than public hysteria

suggested, with Indians owning just four percent of land in the old Borough of Durban

(Davenport and Saunders 2000: 367). Nevertheless, the anti-Indian theme was continued by

apartheid theorists who saw South African Indians as “unassimilable aliens” (Davenport

and Saunders 2000: 373; Marks and Trapido 1987: 31).

The justification of segregation by the mid-twentieth century revolved around the

volatile situations that are presumed to arise from racial mixing. A Technical sub-committee

of the Durban City Council appointed shortly after the passing of the Group Areas Act

(1950) identified the potential for conflict that can arise from a situation of inter-racial

contact. It stated

Race differences may cause one group quite unwittingly to offend another. Europeans tend
to dislike the very sight of a large number of people inhabiting a single house, however
inoffensive the people are, and consequently react unfavourably to Indian neighbours
whose communal family system involves the presence of many people in one house. Both
Europeans and Indians are annoyed by the noise which appears to be inseparable from even
small groups of Natives enjoying themselves or having ordinary conversations. When
perfectly innocent traits of one race prove so annoying to other races, it is not surprising

                                                
1 The proportion of Indians settling in Durban was high. Davies (1963) provides the comparative statistic
that in 1861, the population of Durban (totalling 7 938) was composed of 49 % Europeans and 5 %
Africans but by 1911, the population of 115 504 comprised 34 % Europeans, 47 % Indians and 19 %
Africans.
2 This included the 1943 Pegging Act and the 1946 Asiatic Land Tenure and Indian Representation Act.
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that less innocent aspects such as traffic in illicit liquor, sexual relations between the races,
or commercial competition between an emergent group such as Natives and a vested
trading group such as Indians should produce deep-seated antagonisms. (cited in Kuper et
al 1958: 35-6)

The standard official justification for apartheid was that inter-racial contact could cause

conflict. However, official discourse was somewhat deficient at explaining the exact origins

of the conflict – assuming too easily that racial difference inherently causes conflict without

acknowledging that conflict may well be encouraged by the racially tense political climate

of the time (i.e. racial tension is made by statements such as these and broader racial

ideology, rather than it being a general condition of society). Indeed, the technical sub-

committee itself acknowledged that conflict may not necessarily be “overt” or manifest

“itself at its geographic source” but argued instead that it may take the form of “diffused

inter-racial antipathy”. In so doing, as Kuper et al point out, the sub-committee relieved

itself of the burden of proving the connection between inter-racial contact and conflict by

saying that it may not be visibly associated with the site of contact (Kuper et al 1958).

The recourse to “security” by the advocates of apartheid is part of a highly effective

“scheme of legitimation” whereby any actions taken in the name of preserving peace are

seen as unquestionably justifiable.3 However, it does not reveal the full reason for

residential segregation. Although they provide the illusion that separation is on mutual

terms for mutual benefit, they do not acknowledge the inferior status placed on “non-

whites” and the unequal power balance in society. At this stage it is useful to remind

ourselves of the discussions in Chapter 3, which argued that segregation is intended to

exclude those people who are seen to interfere with the creation of a modern, western,

civilised first world city. Segregation was about the purification of urban spaces so that any

elements that may not be modern, western, civilised or first world are immediately

identifiable and can be banished to townships and homelands where they are invisible and

under control. The capacity of Indians and Africans to offend whites, as assumed by the

technical sub-committee, is nothing more than the “civilised” sensibility of the whites being

offended by “uncivilised” behaviours of others such as talking too loudly or clinging onto

traditional extended family structures.

The second point is exemplified by a contradiction in the technical sub-committee’s

argument, which is the claim that racial mixing should be avoided because it causes conflict

while – in reality – never trying to achieve full segregation. After all, as Kuper et al (1958:

                                                
3 “Scheme of legitimation” was a term used by Ashforth to refer to a discursive structure established to
legitimate a particular hegemonic approach (1990: 8). Posel (1987) used the term “language of
legitimation”. Also see Dixon et al (1984: 278).
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37) points out, so-called white areas were never exclusively white since virtually every

household had domestic servants many of whom lived permanently on their property.

Figure 13 is a graph presented in Town Planning documents depicting the anticipated

decline in the non-white population of the Berea. It depicts intended abolition of the Indian

population yet the sanctioning of a large African population as domestic labour. Whites

were not, therefore, trying to avoid all contact with black people in a residential setting but,

rather, same-status contact where “neighbours meet as equals in a relatively intimate sector

of living” (Kuper et al 1958: 37).

Figure 13: Tables from Town Planning documents predicting the disappearance of whites from the

Berea (Hands 1965: 23)

Kuper et al therefore identified a critical point when he stated that “the equality is the

crucial factor, not the racial intermingling, since the presence of domestic servants of a

different race is not regarded as objectionable” (Kuper et al 1958: 37). It was the presence
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of same-status non-whites that was deemed offensive and likely to cause conflict, not those

clearly made subservient through the master-servant relationship. Since neighbourhoods are

intimately bound up with status and reflect the type of people with whom one associates,

the presence of black or Indian people would have been the ultimate sign that these groups

could aspire to the same status as whites. The audacity of this action had the effect of

unsettling the established racial hierarchy which positioned whites as superior and others as

inferior.

6 . 1  AD J U S T I N G  T O  M U L T I - RA C I A L  NE I G H B O U R H O O D S

Unlike previously discussed forms of desegregation of squatting and street trading, the

suburban desegregation discussed here is characterised by the continued dominance of

whites in the suburb. Table 1, compares the racial breakdowns of apartheid in Figure 13 on

page 217 above, with the racial breakdown in the first post-apartheid census of 1996. In

1960, whites made up 62% of the Berea North population, Africans accounted for 22% and

Indians were 12% of the population. It was hoped, that after the implementation of the

Group Areas Act, the dominance of whites would be increased to 90%, Africans would be

reduced to 10% – the level necessary to supply an adequate servant base – and coloureds

and Indians would be altogether removed. The 1996 census data showed although white

dominance fell short of the target of 90% it had indeed been increased to 74%, with a

corresponding decrease spread amongst other races. Despite being five years after the end

of Group Areas legislation, the Berea was still more “white” than it was in 1960.

Table 1: Racial Change of Berea North

1960 (census) 1986 (predicted) 1996 (census)

White 32,018 62.4% 64,340 90.1% 38,263 73.5%

African 11,207 21.8% 7,137 9.9% 9,260 17.8%

Indian 5,922 11.5% 0 0% 3,686 7.1%

Coloured 2,148 4.2% 0 0% 816 1.6%

Total 51295 100% 71477 100% 52,025 100%

(Source: Hands 1965 and 1996 census data)

The Berea, then, was a “success story” of apartheid, effectively removing and keeping at

bay people considered undesirable.
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Initial fears

Given the prolonged history of residential segregation and the widespread support it had

amongst whites, it is not unreasonable to expect that the desegregation of the suburbs would

be one of the more difficult changes for whites to accept. The relaxation of the Group Areas

Act was a move which Prime Minister P.W. Botha refused to consider throughout the 1980s

despite his supposedly reformist term (Lemon 1996: 64), yet F.W. de Klerk eradicated it

just one year after he replaced Botha as Prime Minister. The abandonment of apartheid was

rapid and radical; what seemed unthinkable in 1989 was reality by 1991. Fears about

desegregation were fanned by the way it was unfolding in inner-city areas, more affordable

to black people who had lower incomes than whites. In such places, conditions did

deteriorate as a result of increases in overcrowding. This was caused by a combination of

great demand for inner city accommodation by black people, which had previously been

unmet, and a lack of control by landlords who were not able or willing to deal with these

pressures. Crankshaw and White’s (1995) study of Johannesburg inner-city decline argued

that due to the low income of black residents, they could only pay rent by crowding their

apartments. This increased the need for maintenance for which the landlords were unwilling

to pay. Overcrowding was exacerbated by the shortage of affordable housing in the city

available to black people. Morris (1997) added that a variety of actors and relationships

contributed to physical decline, including redlining by financial institutions, the abrogating

of responsibility for maintenance by landlords to “middlemen”, and the aggravating

influence of tenant organisations. As a result of these changes, white people rapidly left

these areas and they are now almost exclusively black. 4

The inner city precedent concerned suburbanites who began to equate desegregation

with deterioration. Tomaselli and Tomaselli analysed anti-desegregation pamphlets, which

they collected in the late 1980s:

Common to the pamphlets, anonymous telephone calls and threatening letters was a
paranoia fuelled by an uncontrollable fear of Indians (and especially Blacks) as less than
human, spuriously associated with violence, environmental degradation and filthy
swamped living conditions. The images shown on South African television of Britain’s
Brixton, Toxteth and Birmingham riots were cited as “proof” of what would happen in
Westville. (Tomaselli and Tomaselli 1992: 282)

Concern about desegregation in the early 1990s was also coupled with concern about the

security of each person’s property. Until that point, the ANC had allied itself with socialist

                                                
4 Landlords and body corporates of apartment blocks in these areas have now largely reasserted their
control in order to protect their tenants from being subject to overcrowding and excessive noise. Entry
into such buildings is strictly controlled and if the visitor does not re-emerge by some point in the evening
he or she is retrieved. Loud noise beyond a certain time is not tolerated.



Desegregating Minds, Chapter 6 220

ideologies and would follow the path of other post-colonial African countries that

redistributed white property to black people. There were therefore rumours and fears in

South Africa of white people’s houses being taken from them and allocated to poor black

people.5 There was a post-democracy “scare” doing the rounds that new legislation would

decree that if someone occupies a house for seven days it becomes legally theirs. Also, there

were rumours of white families returning home from their holidays to find their homes

occupied by black people who are difficult to remove in terms of new legislation. 6

It should be stressed that there was not universal support for the Group Areas Act

amongst whites and surveys conducted in the late 1980s reported that almost half of the

white population was in favour of scrapping it (Tomaselli and Tomaselli 1992: 283).

Moreover, in a survey conducted in Westville, only 28 % of those interviewed were

absolutely opposed to opening up their suburb (Tomaselli and Tomaselli 1992: 284).

Reasons given by those who did not want integration included cultural and religious

differences, concern that there would be overcrowding and non-whites taking over,

insistence that other races already have their “own” areas and finally concern that other

races have different standards of living. However, people who appeared to have progressive

non-racial views were only receptive to members of other races who were middle-class.

While 71 % said children of other races should be allowed to attend local white schools,

only 32 % said that children of domestic servants should be allowed to attend local schools.

The implication is that only non-white children from affluent backgrounds should be

admitted (Tomaselli and Tomaselli 1992: 284). In a separate question, income was

identified most frequently as the qualification for non-white admittance into white areas

(Tomaselli and Tomaselli 1992: 286). These results suggest two possibilities. One is that

whites were already, in the 1980s, shifting to a non-racist, class-based worldview in which

acceptability is defined in terms of income and wealth. The other is that whites assumed

that qualified acceptance on the basis of class would effectively disqualify most blacks

since they were poor. These possibilities are discussed further in the following with regard

to contemporary observations by participants. After discussing the response to neighbours

of other races in more general terms, the chapter then engages with the specific issue of

“ritual cattle slaughter” – a practice by some suburban newcomers that provoked raging

debates in the media which provide a useful opportunity to explore the conditionality of

integration.

                                                
5 See the discussion of land invasions in Chapter 5.
6 Thanks to Clare Wiley for reminding me of these two examples.
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“I don’t mind what colour my neighbours are…”

Given the uncertainty that surrounded the future of white residential areas in the early

1990s, there were considerable concerns. Arthur Morris, the chairman of a conservative

Durban-based lobby group called the “Civic Action League” said that when integration first

started they used to get many complaints about desegregation. 7 Once the transition had

taken place, however, these complaints died down. Despite the initial apprehension about

desegregation, residential mixing was a process that many whites ultimately came to terms

with. 8 Within a few years of political democratisation, whites had generally accepted the

process of suburban desegregation and no longer saw it as a great threat. This was certainly

the case with participants interviewed, who almost unanimously said that they did not mind

people of other races moving into their suburb. In the following extracts from interviews,

the speakers specifically stated that their neighbour’s race did not concern them.

Richard: Would [non-white neighbours] bother you? 8.163

Sarah:9 No. If they were just like you and me, no. Its basically a culture thing for me, you
if you can fit in with anyone else that’s fine, I don’t care what you are. 8.164

----

Richard: But you wouldn’t mind a black neighbour? 9.121

Karen:10 Not at all, it wouldn’t bother me in the slightest. (pause) If the standard of the
neighbour is kept the same, I wouldn’t mind whoever lives there, it wouldn’t bother me.
9.122

----

Richard: [If black people could afford to move in next door, would it worry you?] 34.132

Malcolm:11 Well not if they were clean and well-behaved and quiet, you know if they were
going to beat big drums all night or something then I’ll probably have problem. Toy-
toying around the place. No if their standard is up to standard. I’m not racialist 34.133

----

Richard: …Would you mind if an African person move next door? 35.105

Irene:12 No (dismissive) … As long as they behaved; their behaviour is the same as my
behaviour {right right}. Because er, look whether they’re black or white, anybody who
doesn’t behave is not wanted {ja} and I mean we know people in the next road down,
they’ve had terrible trouble with white chaps, er you know having parties till two, three o’
clock in the morning {ja} and they were white {ja}, so you don’t have to be black to
35.106-35.108

                                                
7 Interview with Arthur Morris 18 September 1996. The CAL was a reactionary group that managed to
get some of its leaders elected onto the local council in order to block the support of street traders,
residential desegregation and other forms of change away from a segregated apartheid city.
8 Even in the supposedly conservative town of Pietersburg, a 1997 survey conducted by Donaldson and
van der Merwe (1999: 253) showed that 41% felt that integration is acceptable and 32% agreed that it was
totally acceptable.
9 Sarah: Female, ±50s, English, Born SA - Pta, Married (to Frank), Book Keeper, Interview 8 - Sep 96.
10 Karen: Female, ±21, English, Born in SA - Jhb, Unmarried, Science Student, Interview 9 - Sep 96.
11 Malcolm: Male, 68, English, Born in SA - Dbn, Married (to Pauline), Retired, Interview 34 - Aug 97.
12 Irene: Female, 67, Afrikaans, Born in SA - Krugersdorp, Retired, Interview 35 - Aug 97.



Desegregating Minds, Chapter 6 222

Richard: It’s not a race thing? 35.109

Irene: It’s got nothing to do with race, people being noisy and being bad mannered and all
that. As a matter of fact, I have often found that African women or men far more polite
than some white people {ja}. That’s my opinion. And I think it’s because the Africans
were taught when they were children to respect elder; their elders, whereas the white
children in this country, they take a lot of their mannerisms from the Americans you
know, I’m sorry to say but the TV hasn’t done our children a lot of good as far as
manners are concerned. 35.110 13

These extracts show that some people are no longer overtly concerned about having

non-white neighbours. Why, then, has the once contentious issue of white areas being

occupied by previously excluded people become something which appears – at least

according to comments such as the above – to be little cause for concern? The first reason

why the prospect of black neighbours appears not to greatly concern white residents is that

desegregation has not been particularly widespread, and where it does occur, it has taken

place gradually as was revealed in Table 1 above.14 Most people interviewed reported that

their neighbours are still white and there is very little evidence of black residence in the

area. It is likely that if the majority of residents in the suburb became black, there would be

less casual acceptance of the kind demonstrated above (see Morris 1999: 683). There was

no sudden influx of black people into more affluent former white areas because few black

people had access to the money required to live in such areas (Parnell 1997: 897). The

financial barriers to taking up residents in suburbs mean that the kind of transition which

took place in more affordable inner city areas to majority black occupation are unlikely to

occur in middle class areas. The occupation of houses in affluent areas such as the Berea

has only been possible as more black people have moved into professional positions in the

labour market with the result that “labour markets and housing markets are inextricably

connected” (Parnell 1997: 897; also see Lemon 1996: 64, Myburg 1996, Saff 1994: 382,

2001: 94).

The influx of Indian people has been far more common than the influx of black people

as many more Indians have been able to attain middle class levels of income. The

acceptance of Indians appears to have been easier, with the perception that – as one

respondent bluntly put it – Indians are “more civilised”:

Jackie:15 [Integration] does work, it seems to be all right with them. We don’t; I haven’t
had experience with blacks but er, oh look the Indians have their way, it works out they

                                                
13 For similar quotes from white residents of Hillbrow see Morris (1999: 678).
14 Donaldson and van der Merwe’s (1999: 240) statistical analysis in Pietersburg, a small conservative
town, indicates that there was little buy-in by “non-white” people in the years after the repeal of group
areas, this increased after the 1994 election and by 1997 was over 10%. While the buy in of Indians,
coloureds and black people was significant, the area remained predominantly white, and it hardly
reflected demographic proportions of the overwhelmingly black population.
15 Jackie: Female, 37, English, Born in SA - Dbn, Married (to Anthony), Unemployed, Interview 52 -
Sept 97.
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have their little quirks and that but I I don’t see too much of a problem. I don’t know
whether they’re also taking over financially, you know they’ve got all the money 52.94

Richard: Business 52.95

Jackie: Businesses. So they’re (pause) [It is a bit tough?] in a way, I mean living-wise,
conditions, that’s not a problem 52.96

Anthony: They’re more civilised [~] 52.97

Jackie: They’re just so different, you know they have their differences, … they all have
their currie and rice … They have their difference, it’s different tradition cultures,

Alison argues that she sees Indians as being on the “this” side of the colour bar as opposed

to blacks who are on the other side:

Alison:16 … funnily enough like Indian and Chinese er people I don’t really feel are on the
other side of the colour bar {ja} whereas unfortunately blacks really are but I mean it
doesn’t affect one’s (pause) idea of humanity you know what I mean. It’s just, I think it
does affect one more culturally I mean I was, put it this way, I find it far easier to have an
Indian or a or a or a Chinese person or maybe even a coloured you know {ja} than it
would be to entertain a black person. 33.471

In the following, Lindsay explains the concerns she initially had about Indians did not prove

to be a problem in practice:

Richard: What about desegregation, obviously that’s an inevitable change since the end of
apartheid, black people moving into former white areas, and Indian people have you
noticed | [ ] 31.107

Lindsay:17 Well it seems \ it seems to be working you know at the moment um I’ve got
Indians one door down and at the back and there’re some over there. You don’t notice
them. I must say they’ve er, (pause) you know at first you thought you’d be smoked out
with their curries (laughs) and thing {yeah} and the next thing you thought you’d have
their music but you never hear anything. I must say they’re; you hardly know they’re
there, and they do keep their properties nice, although they dig them up, all the gardens
up and pave them {right} 31.108

Morris (1999: 686) found there to be a “hierarchy of racism” during the desegregation of

Hillbrow, with apartment blocks sometimes accepting coloured and Indian tenants but not

prospective black tenants. Similarly, there seems to be different responses to racial

integration in the Berea depending on whether it is Indians or black people coming in. This

appears somewhat surprising given the firm rejection of Indians in the first part of the

century and continued rejection under apartheid. 18 However, the more recent acceptance of

Indians is entirely in line with trends elsewhere in the world, such as the US, where

“hypervisibility” is accorded to African Americans while Asian Americans and Native

Americans are more or less invisible (Frankenberg 1993: 12). It is ironic that the middle

class-ness of Indians, which is making them acceptable in contemporary South Africa, was

                                                
16 Alison: Female, ± 45, English, Born in SA - Jhb, Married (to Kevin), Media work, Interview 33 - Aug
97.
17 Lindsay:  Female, 74, English, Born in SA - Vryheid, Widow, Retired, Interview 31 - Aug 97.
18 In Schlemmer’s survey (1976: 117), only 41% of English speaking South Africans felt that Indians
were South African while 55% felt they were a separate nation. This compares to the acceptance by 65%
that Africans are South African and by 75% that coloureds are South African.
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precisely the characteristic that made them appear threatening in the earlier parts of the

century when the relative affluence of some Indians enabled them to attempt to join whites

on the Berea. This is to some extent a consequence of the “reformist” initiatives of the

apartheid government of the 1980s, which attempted to reconstruct coloured and Indian

South Africans as more developed and worthy of inclusion in the tri-partite parliamentary

system (see page 89 above).

The second reason why suburban integration has less of an issue is that most of the

black and Indian people who have moved in are generally seen to fit in to the area, or are

thought to do so by virtue of their income. As living in a “former white area” is expensive,

any non-white people able to afford to move in, must be reasonably affluent. Such a person

is likely to work in a well paying professional job such as in the corporate sphere, and is

therefore likely to presuppose a certain degree of “westernisation”, possibly having gone to

a private school, able to speak English “well”, and able to operate according to corporate

norms. In short, it is expected that they are likely to lead “ordinary” middle class lifestyles,

much like those already living there. In industrial society generally, money is the passport

to identity as it allows the consumption levels required to maintain that identity (Walzer

1983 cited in Smith 1995: 3). The high barriers of entry into suburbs form an effective

screen against the “wrong” kinds of people.

The following extracts demonstrate the perception that the cost of housing determines

the type of person who moves into the neighbourhood.

Richard: [Would black neighbours worry you?]
Ken:19 No. If they’re going to move into houses along this street, they’ve got the money,

they’ve got the sense, and they’ll be just like how I was. 29.101

Richard: Ja, ja, okay 29.102

Ken: I’m a working class boy who grew up you know working class in London. I’m
exactly the same as them. 29.103

----

Richard: Um do you object to the idea of having a black neighbour or 31.109

Lindsay:20 (pause) Ja well you can’t, you’ve got to accept it (pause) and just hope that
they’re; the thing is that economically I think you will get a better class, you won’t just
get er one who shouts and you know, when they talk to each other all the time. 31.110

----

Irene:21 … Look its; I don’t care who’s my neighbour as long as he doesn’t interfere with
me and my um quietude. Because I like my little bit of whatever {peace} without being
interfered with {mm}. … Right next door [to a friend’s house] was sold to an Indian.
They’ve been living there for a couple of years now {ja}. They’ve renovated
BEAUTIFULLY and really I don’t mind that at all, as far as I’m concerned, because it’s

                                                
19 Ken: Male, 70, English, Born in England, Married, Retired, Interview 29 - Aug 97.
20 Lindsay:  Female, 74, English, Born in SA - Vryheid, Widow, Retired, Interview 31 - Aug 97.
21 Irene: Female, 67, Afrikaans, Born in SA - Krugersdorp, Retired, Interview 35 - Aug 97.
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er usually only moneyed people that can move into your area. I’m not talking about slum
areas. That I wouldn’t know about. But I mean an area like this where you know that
people must have money to come into this area [~] 35.92

----

Jane:22 No that’s why I think that people living in um; I mean basically you’re paying
quite a sum of money to live in various exclusive areas and you find that those people
generally have high powered jobs or jobs where they’re working hard and they actually
have moved away from certain traditions, because I mean there’s; I think in everyone
from Christianity to the younger generation, all religious aspects are being broken down
36.58

Lindsay’s comment (31.110) perhaps best captures this belief that the financial exclusivity

of the area will act to exclude most black people, and will only allow in those of a more

acceptable class. The tone of Ken’s quote is more optimistic than Lindsay’s since he

identifies his own personal history with that of the upward mobility of the new black middle

class. For Ken, this upward mobility is a positive trend that is to be welcomed and

encouraged. In all of these cases, money is the factor that makes newcomers acceptable.

Money is therefore an alternative to, or a substitute for, whiteness in making people

acceptable in the new context, which precludes the possibility of unashamedly using race as

the screening system. If it is an alternative to whiteness, it means that racial categories have

been displaced by class and that an acceptable person is someone at a similar income level

and therefore lifestyle. If, on the other hand, income level is a substitute for racial

frameworks of exclusion, its users do retain a consciousness of race but simply hope that

financial exclusivity will prevent being overwhelmed by those of other races (see quote by

Shutte on p. 110 above). I would argue that we need to work with a combination of these

two possibilities in the following formulation: the upward mobility of black people

deracialises them partially, in the sense that they “leave behind” those attributes that whites

associate with “black culture”. Do we argue, then, that the South African experience is

beginning to approximate the Latin American sentiment that “money whitens” (Bonnett

2000: 51)? This, according to Bonnett, is a truism that derives from the association of

wealth and whiteness, and that if a person can obtain wealth, they may become aligned to

whiteness or white people, culture and status. What is clear is that white people are

beginning – to some extent – to unhinge their definition of being civilised and modern from

a strict racial hierarchy. Before whites are willing to lay out the “welcome mat”, however,

would-be newcomers are expected to qualify as a suitable resident for the area.

                                                
22 Jane: Female, 28, English, Born in SA - Dbn, Librarian, Single, Interview 36 - Sept 97.
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When in suburbia, do as the whites do

The prospect of having black or Indian neighbours, then, does not appear to concern white

residents living in relatively affluent areas as much today as it did before the process of

desegregation started. This is because it is happening in a way that largely preserves the

nature and characteristics of the neighbourhood. However, the apparently nonchalant

dismissal of race by the respondents masks an enduring concern about the types of people

that live in their neighbourhood, even if “type” is not necessarily the same as “race”. If we

return to the four extracts on p. 221, it becomes apparent that each statement contains the

same two-part structure. First, the importance of race is denied and second, race is replaced

with some other criterion for acceptability. This occurs in the formulation “I don’t care what

colour my neighbour is, as long as...”. For Sarah (8.164), “it’s a culture thing”, where the

people coming in should have the same culture as those already living in the

neighbourhood. Karen (9.122) says she will accept any new neighbour as long as they have

the same standard. The word “standard” remained undefined but possibly refers to the

socio-economic level of the person, their level of education, or their ability to maintain their

property so that it does not deteriorate. A free interpretation of the word standard would

lead us to the notion of “class”, not just in the economic sense but in the sense that a person

is or is not civilised. Malcolm (34.133) also refers to standards saying he does not object to

anyone who is “up to standard” and elaborates further by saying neighbours should be

clean, well behaved and quiet. In common with Malcolm, Irene (35.108) also identified

“good behaviour” as her criterion. Terms of acceptability of neighbours were littered

throughout interviews and drew on a variety of worldviews. For example, one participant,

who introduced her Christianity into many aspects of her discourse, spoke of the criteria of

“ethics” and “moral standards”.

Viv:23 You know [I don’t see] colour; it’s it’s the individual, if you have much as common,
as long as they have the same sort of ethics as you have, et cetera, that’s the big thing I
think the ethics um, (pause) moral standards 45.79

Richard: Some people say standards 45.80

Viv: Moral standards and ethics rather than any other standard I I think make people
acceptable to me. 45.81

Richard: Um what sort of things would you like not to see going on next door? Have you
really thought about it. 45.82

Clare:24 Well if we get aunties and great, grannies moving in (laughs) 45.83

Richard: Extended family 45.84

Viv: I think they play Indian music, I’m so glad we don’t hear it (laughs). We don’t want
drums or anything like that 45.85

                                                
23 Viv: Female, ± 48, English, Born in N. Ireland, Married, Reps educational goods, Interview 44 - Sept
97.
24 Clare: Female, 20, English, Born in Rhodesia, Unmarried (daughter of Viv), Student, Interview 44
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Although people are quick to display their new-found political sensitivity by saying “I don’t

mind what colour my neighbours are”, the acceptance of black neighbours is conditional.

To repeat Sarah’s wording, “if you can fit in with anyone else that’s fine, I don’t care what

you are” (8.164). While this gives the illusion of simply saying “we don’t like people who

are different”, it is important to recognise the hierarchies both latent and explicit in these

notions of difference. Some of the terms used to define acceptability clearly serve to

construct this neighbourhood, and those of “us” who live in it, as decent normal people of

high standard, good behaviour, good morals and ethics. Difference is therefore not an equal

difference – people on the same “level” as us who are different – but is strictly an unequal

difference where the different people are at a lower level to “us”. The reason why “we” do

not like people who are different is that they might threaten that normality and decency that

“we” think characterises “our” neighbourhood.25

Box 14: Summary of unacceptable behaviours and characteristics of black and Indian newcomers

Untidiness and Hygiene

• Hanging washing over the wall (33.234)
• Many vehicles on the property, especially if stored on the lawn (33.242)
• The failure to be clean (34.133, 45.88)
• Litter/refuse not properly disposed of (31.108)

Noise, Smell and Disturbance

• Overcrowding (15.57, 33.229, 45.83)
• Allowing children to wander off their property (15.57, 33.234)
• The Muslim call to prayer (33.231)
• The smell of Indian curries (31.108)
• The sound of Indian music (31.108, 45.85)
• Talking loudly (11.204, 31.110, 33.242)
• Beating drums (34.133, 45.85)
• Toy-toying (a dance associated with protest marches) (34.133)
• Noise in general (6.103, 34.133)

Traditionalism and ruralism

• Keeping livestock on the lawn (33.242)
• Slaughtering a cow on the property (30.136, 33.229, 36.49)

Character of the neighbourhood

• Dislikes “Indian architecture” (30.134, 57.51)

In the four extracts in whic h the importance of race is denied, there is an implicit

assumption that black and Indian people who move into the Berea are capable of fitting in

                                                
25 There is evidence from other research that incoming black residents feel that they are expected to
conform to white people’s standards (see Morris 1999: 961). 
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and are likely to do so. The optimism of this assumption, however, conceals the possibility

of an alternative scenario in which people of other races might fail to fit in, do not maintain

the standards and character of the neighbourhood, misbehave or have a different culture.

Usually participants inferred this alternative scenario when they discussed the things that

make black or Indian residents acceptable. For example, black residents would be

acceptable if they were clean, tidy, and quiet; implying that they had the potential to be

dirty, untidy and noisy. The above list, derived from a thematic scan of relevant interview

extracts, summarises the ways in which black and Indians can conduct themselves in a way

which is unacceptable to the established white residents. This list has been categorised

under four themes: untidiness and hygiene, disturbance, traditionalism and altering the

character of the neighbourhood.

This list of what are deemed potentially unacceptable behaviours will be illustrated

with the use of two interview extracts. The first is from the interview with Pam who

responds to the idea of racially mixed suburbs in the following way:

Pam:26 I have no problem [with racial integration]. Already we have quite a few, that
house at the back, the double story, has got an Indian family living there. … Um I
actually did a transfer of a house27 up in Edwards Road to an Indian family, um she says
she has black guests, they’re a little bit loud, the Indians are not so loud. The black
families tend to be very loud, which um (pause) is not our way of life you know, so
there’s another little bit of a irritation there. But I don’t have; look as long as as long as
they, places are kept neat and tidy and the same as they are now, I don’t have a problem
with that. If things deteriorate, then I would have a problem ... But it’s not only black
people, there’re Portuguese people who live across the road and they leave rubbish
outside their front gate, it irritates me no end. I put little notes in their post boxes
(laughing) [ ], so it’s not only blacks do these things, it’s all sorts. 11.204

Pam begins by stating that there were already non-whites living near her and she had no

problem with it. She then proceeds to make an explicitly racial statement, saying that “black

families tend to be very loud” which is a source of irritation. Not only is this a racial

construction but it is a particularly essentialised notion of black people as noisy and

incapable of talking quietly. As well as noise she emphasises the importance of neatness

and tidiness and expresses the fear of deterioration. Having done this she once again

attempts to de-racialise her concerns by saying that it was not only blacks who could exhibit

problematic behaviour, but that all sorts of people could pose a problem.

Pam’s attempt to balance a desire to be unconcerned about Indians and black people

moving in with her concern that there might be problems associated with such people leads

to a contradictory and uncertain approach to the problem of suburban desegregation. On the

                                                
26 Pam: Female, 63, English, Born in SA Dbn, Widow, Secretary, Interview 11 - Sep 96.
27 The participant worked for a legal firm and therefore was involved in facilitating transfers of houses. 
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one hand she displays explicitly racial concerns and on the other she attempts to downplay

her concerns as well as to de-racialise them. In the following extract, however, Alison and

Kevin – a husband and wife – are not as modest about their racial beliefs:

Richard: Um have you noticed much desegregation in the area as far as Indians, blacks or
coloureds coming in? 33.222

Alison:28 [There are a lot of Indians here?] especially the Berea [ ] 33.223

Richard: And blacks, have you noticed? 33.224

Kevin:29 No 33.225

Richard: What do you think of that in principle? Is it acceptable? 33.227

Alison: If they’re decent people 33.228

Kevin: You know I don’t think it has to do with the colour of the skin actually so much as
to what the people, what sort of people we’re looking at {ja}. I mean if they’re people
who want to kill a cow on the front lawn and you know we listen to this thing in its dying
moments, you feel out of kilter with, you know. Um (pause) if you have people that want
to put 15 children in a house that’s only designed to take five you know it’s it’s a
problem. But it’s not a colour problem per se {ja}. I mean we’ve got; if we had (pause) a
black um bachelor next door who um lived quietly and um # 33.229

Alison: That’s right 33.230

Kevin: # [he] respected his neighbours as we would respect him you know there wouldn’t
be the slightest problem, wouldn’t be the slightest problem. But it’s a cultural thing you
see you (pause) your your, there has been a bit of a change in so far as you have um
(pause); There are cultural differences between the races {yeah}. These were formerly
segregated by law. That has been freed and we’re now getting into mixing areas {mm}
and each culture has its own viewpoints, you know on certain things. I mean if we had a
Muslim next door and we were to have riotous parties in which we were blind drunk er
you know at the end of the evening and all our guests were as well and we had funny little
exercises like sort of skinny dips and (laughter) and so on and so forth you know um I’m
sure they wouldn’t like it {mm}. And equally well you know um one doesn’t like being
woken up at five o’ clock in the morning with er (pause) what ever noise they make at
five o’ clock in the morning when they’re going to pray 33.231

Alison: (laughs) 33.323

Richard: Do you think that those differences between cultures are um necessarily fixed or
they change or break down or | can come people contravene them 33.233

Kevin: No I I (pause) I think actually the way it works is this. If you go and work in an
Indian area you must say to yourself “man I’m going to fit the ways of the Indians
because I’m going to live there”. Conversely if they come into what is predominantly a
white area {mm} they must say “ja we’d like to come and live here but” you know
they’re not going to hang all their washing out over the wall {mm} you know and they’re
going to see their children stay inside the property and they’re not going to you know ~
33.234

Alison: Ja 33.235

Kevin: # if they’re Muslims they’re not going to sort of um make loud noises at five o’
clock or something 33.236

Alison: Ja the “ooooooooooooo” or what ever they do, you know. I suppose it’s when in
Rome do as the Romans do 33.237

Kevin: I think literally it will sort itself out I really do. Because I think if somebody comes
in from outside and he’s got a different culture um he begins to feel if he’s if he’s - I think
it would be anywhere # 33.238

Alison: Ja 33.239

                                                
28 Alison: Female, ± 45, English, Born in SA - Jhb, Married (to Kevin), Media work, Interview 33 - Aug
97.
29 Kevin: Male, ± 55, English, Born in Gyana, Married (to Alison), Business advisor, Interview 33 - Aug
97.
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Kevin: # At any country in the world - he begins to feel that he’s not really part of that
immediate little sub-society if you like 33.240

Kevin: [ ] An African in this part of the world, well he can keep as many vehicles as he
likes on the property and if they don’t fit in the driveway they go on the lawn …, you
know if he wanted to keep a goat or cow he’d do that you know on the front lawn, um but
er, he’d have several wives um but this lot would argue and they would naturally talk to
each other five times the volume that er …Europeans are used to, you know 33.242 - 33.244

The point being made by Kevin and Alison is that black and Indian people are welcome in

white neighbourhoods as long as they make a conscious effort to conform to the rules and

norms of the neighbourhood. They go on to identify a large range of ways in which Indian

and black people might behave in unacceptable ways. The logic of Kevin’s argument

(33.231) can be summarised into the following statements: First, different people have

different cultural practices, which are not compatible. Second, under apartheid, each race

was presumed to have its own culture. In order to manage the incompatibility of cultures,

each race was given different area and the various cultures were therefore not a threat to one

another. Third, it is possible for culture to separate from race and therefore different races

can mix as long as they are prepared to adopt a common culture. The only way people of

one race/culture can live in the residential area of another race/culture is to fit in with the

ways of the predominant race. The racial newcomers therefore have to abandon their

cultures and adopt the culture of the established residents.

Throughout this argument, Kevin leaves aside the notion that white people’s western,

first world culture is superior. It may well be the case that he holds this view but he does not

deploy it as justification during this discussion. Indeed, the first point of Kevin’s argument

is that different cultures are equally offensive to one another. He stresses that it is equally

possible for a white person’s decadent antics to offend a religious Muslim person, for

example, as it is for the Muslim call to prayer to offend white people. Note that both of

these examples emphasise the conservative traditionalist religious values of the Muslims, a

point which is not used to “prove” any hierarchy but is left implicit. He does this possibly

out of political correctness, but more likely to normalise his claims by saying that every

culture has certain norms and standards which it does not want contravened, and his

arguments against certain behaviours is not just white snobbery but is perfectly reasonable

and inherent to cultures. This was, of course, the rhetoric which apartheid used in order to

argue that all groups were being given opportunity to determine their “space” according to

their own cultures. It was a rhetoric that represented itself as fair but which disguised the

great power being given to whites to monopolise urban areas. Kevin’s claim to dictate the

norms of the neighbourhood does not rely on any overt contention that his norms are

superior, although it is certainly implicit at times. Instead his claim rests purely on the

historical presence of white people in the area. In other words, Kevin is arguing that white
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people have the right to define the “ways” of their residential areas purely by virtue of the

fact that it is predominantly white.

The claim to being established, and the concomitant right to define norms which this is

believed to confer, is not unique to South Africa. Elias and Scotson earmarked the

importance of “establishedness” in their 1965 book The Established and the Outsiders: A

sociological Enquiry into Community Problems (Mennell 1992). Their case study examined

the way in which the long-time residents of a small British town were scandalised by the

arrival of newcomers on a council estate built at their town’s borders. A key element of the

self-image of the “established” residents was that they felt that they possessed “more

civilized” standards, unlike the newcomers who “seemed to threaten their traditions and

community identity” (Mennell 1992: 119). Long-time residents defined their identity in

opposition to the newcomers.

the established group developed an ideology which represented the outsiders as rough,
uncouth, dirty, delinquent – in short, “uncivilized”. Through [gossip], people compete in
demonstrating their fervent adherence to their own group norms by expressing their shock
and horror at the behaviour of those who do not conform. (Mennell 1992: 119)

As with some white South Africans, the “established” residents presumed to have some sort

of claim over the town purely by virtue of their long-standing occupation of that area.30 This

is likely to be associated with a longstanding belief, held since the creation of urban areas in

South Africa, that cities are the domain of white people. Since they were created by

Europeans, cities were seen to be “white spaces”, or the spaces in which whites could be

“native” in their newly adopted territory (See quote from Davies on p. 76 above. Also see

Robinson 1996: 50). Of course, cities were preserved for white use through racist legislation

throughout the twentieth century, which acted to prevent others from getting a foothold. The

sentiments of the likes of Kevin tend to naturalise the white claim to cities rather than

acknowledge the political history that enables such claims.

The civilising power of assimilation

Arguably, the shift from segregation to assimilation is not necessarily a weakening of the

white social agenda but a shrewd move that ensures the sustainability of white social

control within the suburbs. The strategic potential of assimilation is acknowledged in the

                                                
30 In Porter’s terminology, whites were the “host” or “character group”, claiming, in a sense, to be the first
group to come into “previously unoccupied territory”. Character groups assume many privileges and
prerogatives which include the right to make “decisions about what other groups are to be let in and what
they will be permitted to do”. (Porter 1965 quoted in Hart 1989: 82).
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following quote referring to Cohen who, although not writing about South Africa, is making

an important point with regard to this discussion.

Cohen challenges the view that exclusion, separation and isolation are necessary features of
social control. He suggests, rather, that programmes designed to bring the “deviant” back
into the community result in the reconstruction of group conflict at a different scale or
more insidious modes of inclusionary control, where they are less likely to be challenged
because they are benign and liberal. (Sibley 1995: 85)

Bauman verifies that exclusion is not the only mode of domination, arguing that through the

combined use of exclusion and inclusion, social engineers can eliminate “the middle

ground” (1991: 162). In other words, strangers are challenged to “conform or be damned”

in an attempt to prevent the introduction of “alienness” into the space which the social

engineers seek to control.

The power of assimilation was, in fact, identified by some of the residents who

recognised the potential of reforming non-white people through assimilation. In this extract,

Martin begins by distinguishing between those non-whites who live in the city and those

who live on the Berea (where he lives).

Martin:31 The thing is one has to look at it from the point of view, you get it everywhere in
life, is that the type of people I see that are living on the Berea and this kind of area um
(pause) are totally different to the ones that you find in town. I mean I go past some of
those flats and um (pause) I hear what; you can’t help but hear the noise [~] and what’s
going on and you compare what’s happening there to what’s happening at my own block
er the behavioural patterns of the people are different. But then again it comes back to my
old hobby horse, and that is education {ja}. They don’t know any better. And then you
will have these different gradings of of of um (pause) behaviour {ja}. But as I say
integration [ ] it’s happening all over the place. 39.94

Richard: I mean it’s it’s obviously happened around here quite a bit and do you object to
it, it is a tolerable thing? 39.95

Martin: No I I I think it’s the finest way of of; but the thing is the integration unfortunately
takes place in some areas where you get the the the the black, coloureds or Indian persons
moving in and the whites all just disappear. It’s not an answer {ja} The answer is for us
to stay {mm}. If we’re going to teach them anything or if they’re going to learn anything
it’s got to be from us, and if we move away we are then implementing our own personal
apartheid. 39.96

We previously encountered Martin’s views on education in Chapter 4, page 149, during his

assessment of the apparent propensity of street traders to litter. During this extract he

explained that he was using the term “education” in a broad sense to refer to culture and

behaviour, and those who litter did so through a lack of education. Once again in this

extract (39.94 – 39.96), Martin expresses the belief that the bad behaviour of those living in

the city, including making loud noise, stems from the fact that they are uneducated, that

“they don’t know any better”. Their lack of education can be overcome, in Martin’s view,

                                                
31 Martin: Male, 66, English, Born in SA - Cape Town, Divorced, Interview 39 - Sept 97.
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by sheer association and contact with whites who will presumably correct their problematic

behaviour through example and guidance. Therefore, although Martin enthusiastically

advocated racial integration, his motivation was anything but progressive. He once again

demonstrates a strong conviction that white people know the correct ways of living and

behaving and black people need to be educated in these ways. He felt that white people

were abdicating their duty by refusing to live with non-whites since it was through

residential interaction that black people would become “educated” as to the correct way to

behave. Martin’s ideas are not dissimilar to the paternalism of colonialists such as Sir

George Grey, a liberal Governor of the Cape from 1854 to 1861 who enthusiastically

advocated frequent contact between Europeans and Africans in order to facilitate cultural

transference from the former to the latter (Parry 1983: 379).

6 . 2  S L A U G H T E R  I N  T H E  SU B U R B S
32

The expectation by many white people is, therefore, that if a black person has enough

money to live in an affluent suburb, they will not be like the black people who live in rural

areas (and to some extent townships), who are presumed to conduct more traditional

lifestyles. How shocking it is for whites, then, when their new black neighbours decide to

slaughter a cow in order to celebrate the acquisition of their new house and commune with

their spiritual ancestors. This section explores white responses to this particularly visible

aspect of “black culture”. This issue illustrates the great diversity of discourses deployed by

whites in response to otherness, ranging from conservative rejections of ritual cattle

slaughter on the basis of its barbarism to progressive discourses seeking to accommodate it

in an urban environment. The discussion also examines the impact of the history of western

urban conceptions of animals, resulting in the paradox that, while many white people eat

meat, they seldom encounter the process which converts a living animal into meat.

The slaughter of cattle is an established practice amongst black South Africans and

may take place for several reasons.33 Firstly, it is carried out at major regional celebrations

such as the Zulu monarch’s “first fruits” ceremony in December every year. Secondly, it

                                                
32 The title of this section is taken from two print media articles including “Slaughter in the Suburbs” You
Magazine. 20 April 2000, p. 16 (Thuthu Msomi) and “Slaughter in the Suburbs” Sunday Tribune. 12
December 1999 (Goodman Msomi). Having been written by black people these two articles are not anti-
slaughter sensationalism. Rather the titles refer to white perceptions of the practice of ritual cattle
slaughter.
33 Muslim traditions also require the slaughtering of livestock, but these are usually conducted under
highly controlled conditions in abattoirs and are therefore less “newsworthy” or scandalous than the cattle
slaughtered in suburbs by black people.
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can be conducted in the workplace to mark, for example, an agreement between two

opposing factions or to intervene spiritually over a violent situation. 34 Finally, cattle

slaughter is widely practiced in the family and community environment to mark occasions

such as coming of age, graduation, marriage, Christmas, moving into a new home and the

death of a family member. It is this family and community-level cattle killing which is of

particular concern to some white suburban residents, although their objections also extend

to the other types listed above and indeed it can be argued that many whites do not

distinguish between them. With the increasing number of black residents in suburban areas,

there is now the possibility that ritual slaughter could take place in white people’s

neighbourhoods. The practice of “cattle slaughtering” has spawned a long-running debate in

the media and in the public that has drawn on a variety of discourses to support or oppose

the appropriateness of killing cattle. Periodically, newspaper articles have been carried

which describe a neighbourhood’s outrage at the killing of a cow for some festivity having

taken place in the home of a new black resident. These incidents have to some extent

penetrated the popular consciousness since some research participants raised this as a

concern during their interviews, although none said that they had directly experienced it. It

has also become a favourite topic of radio talk shows, such as the daily Tim Modise Show

on the South African Broadcasting Corporation’s radio station SAFM. In order to introduce

the reactions of established white residents, it is useful to start by examining an example of

one of the early articles on ritual slaughter in the suburbs (see Box 15).

The event described in this article took place just months before the first democratic

election in South Africa, at a time when white people were coming to terms with the fact

that they were going to be sharing their cities and even their neighbourhoods. Established

residents’ feelings were of “shock” at the arrival of cattle, “absolute horror” that they were

to be slaughtered, and “anger” that it was to occur in a built up residential area. The word

“furious” was used in another article on the topic. Words used by the journalist and

residents to describe the actual practice were “traditional Zulu”, “barbaric”, “bloodthirsty”

and “inflict[ing] suffering” on the animals. There was a very clear insistence that the

practice did not belong in “built up residential areas”. Yet the authorities which were

contacted were unable to come to the rescue of the cattle, or the distressed residents for that

matter: the police could not prevent it because no permit was required, and the Society for

the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA) could find no evidence that the animals would

suffer. The message, perhaps a warning, for readers who live in “built up residential areas”

was that it was becoming a common practice in the suburbs and it was something that could

                                                
34 e.g. “Uproar over ritual animal slaughter” Sunday Times . 15 March 1998. (Michael Schmidt)
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not be banished but could only be controlled. The reaction of the “offending” family was

confined to the last sentence of the article and simply reinforced the traditional-ness of the

practice, saying that the event would inevitability (“naturally”) include cattle slaughter by

virtue of the fact that it was traditional.

Box 15: “Cow killing in garden upsets residents” Daily News. 17 December 1993

(Mark Stiebel)

RESIDENTS of a quiet Montclair, Durban, road awoke
today to the sounds of bellowing cattle being off-loaded
into the road.

Their shock turned to horror when they realised that
the cattle would be slaughtered later today in a
neighbour’s back garden for a feast this weekend in the
traditional Zulu fashion.

An angry and upset Dorothy Wiese said that she was
“absolutely horrified” that barbaric acts like this could
happen in a built-up residential area.

“When we saw the tables and chairs arriving, we
knew there was going to be a party. That was fine. But
the arrival of the cows was just too much.”

She added: “Nobody objects to people having fun,
but now that we are moving into a new cultural society,
people should be sensitive to the feelings of others.”

Another neighbour, Yvonne van der Merwe, said:
“We don’t like things like this. If it is traditional why
can’t they go to the farm. Why must our children watch
animals suffering in such a bloodthirsty way.”

In a bid to save the animals from certain death,
neighbours contacted the police, the SPCA35 and the
Press to object to the traditional slaughter. The police
initially said that the residents were not in possession of
a permit to slaughter the cows and the owner, Alexander
Malinga, then went off to get one. It later transpired that

no permit is required to slaughter cows in the Durban
area, due to recent changes in the bylaws.

When the SPCA arrived on the scene, they
investigated the health of the cows. Paddy O’Brien, chief
inspector of the Durban SPCA, said the cows would be
shot in the most humane manner and not in front of each
other. He said they were in good health and that what
was going on was perfectly legal.

He stressed that the area was well fenced and private
property. “We may not agree with the slaughtering of
animals; we can only enforce the law not emotions.” He
pointed out that this was not the first time cattle had been
slaughtered in the Durban area, adding that it regularly
happened at Amanzimtoti and Kloof.

He warned that slaughters would become a common
occurrence. “We have to accept that it is a tradition. All
that we can do is make sure that the killing is done in a
controlled and humane manner.”

The party for 150 guests is in honour of Mr
Malinga’s daughter who is celebrating her birthday and
graduation.

Surprised by the reaction of their neighbours, the
family said that it was a traditional event which would
have Zulu dancing – so naturally a cow would be
slaughtered.

This article represents the generally critical and sensationalist tone which dominated

many articles and published letters addressing this practice. They tended to emphasise

established residents’ outrage and did little to explain the point of view of the family

conducting the ceremony. This criticism prompted Jeff Thomas, an anthropologist, to write

a newspaper article in defence of these ceremonies (Box 16, below). Thomas’ main

objective was to attempt to introduce some understanding of the cultural and social role

these ceremonies performed which had been absent from the debate until that point. He

pointed out that these rituals mark extremely significant events such as marriage, and are

therefore taken very seriously by those who practice them. The religious purpose of

                                                
35 SPCA is the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.
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slaughtering an animal is to offer a sacrifice to the family’s ancestors and to commune with

them and it is therefore a sacred act, and not a thoughtless, flippant or disrespectful one.36

“…in traditional Zulu terms, taking an animal’s life is not something that is done lightly.
When animals are slaughtered it is generally done in a religious context where people
address their ancestral spirits, explaining why the sacrifice is taking place. The person who
does the slaughtering, having inflicted the fatal wound, retires to the back of the cattle
enclosure, crouches down respectfully, and quietly awaits the animal’s demise.’ (Box 16)

It also has strong social functions and is conducted in order to cement communal and

familial bonds.

In his article, Thomas addressed the concern that ceremonial cattle slaughter was cruel.

Much public attention had been directed at the Zulu king’s “first fruits” ceremony where

young warriors kill a bull with their bare hands, a prolonged process in which the animal is

wrestled to the ground and suffocated. While this particular event can clearly be challenged

from an animal rights point of view, Thomas points out that this is a very unusual way of

killing a bull which is not representative of most cattle killing by black South Africans.

Usually the killing, which is conducted by an expert, is over with very quickly and is

effected by driving a knife through the animal’s spinal cord in its neck and cutting the

jugular vein in its throat. An SPCA spokesman was quoted in another article as saying

“despite concerns raised regarding slaughtering, many people who perform the ritual do it
well. They abide by the rules and regulations.
“We have monitored the ritual and have noted that expert people kill the animals without
inflicting a great deal of pain”. (Box 16)

Box 16: “Rituals explained” Daily News. 2 June 1996 (Jeff Thomas)

THERE has been critical response to the recent
ceremonial slaughter of animals according to Zulu
traditional. Social anthropologist and cross-cultural
consultant JEFF THOMAS examines such ceremonies
and suggests that critics should strive for greater
understanding across the cultural divide if all the people
of this country seriously wish to find each other and
build a future together.

The first of two events which raised the ire of some
animal lovers occurred opposite the Natal Newspapers
building in Greyville, when a number of cattle and goats
were slaughtered to celebrate an agreement between rival
taxi associations; an even King Zwelithini considered
important enough to warrant his presence.

Feasting together, in Zulu terms, is both for
celebration and consolidating of bonds. Large-scale
feasting requires the “hlaba” (slaughter) of one or more
head of cattle.
Instead of receiving the acclaim – of the largely non-
African readership of the Daily News and its sister
newspapers – that this agreement deserved, there was a
flurry of letters to the editor critical of the fact that
animals had been slaughtered for the feast, as well as of
the traditional Zulu technique used to kill the animal.

This entails driving a knife into the spinal column
at the base of the skull to sever the spinal cord. The
animal’s throat is then slit and its death hastened by
draining its blood. (continued below)

                                                
36 In another article, this communing was described as taking place through the spilling of blood. “A cow
is slaughtered at sunset and its blood must fall on the ground as it forms a link with our forefathers, who
are buried in the ground”. Slaughtering cattle is also described as a way of thanking ancestors.
(“Slaughter in the Suburbs” You Magazine. 20 April 2000, p. 16 (Thuthu Msomi))
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Continued: “Rituals explained” Daily News. 2 June 1996 (Jeff Thomas)

Again, this event led to a series of condemnatory
letters in the press and to strongly-worded statements by
various SPCA officials. In part, these responses may
have been conditioned by the reporter’s observation that
the process of strangling the bull lasted a full 40 minutes.

This doesn’t tally with my own two experiences,
where, once the bull had been wrestled to the ground –
which can take some time as the bulls chosen for these
evens are usually enormously strong – it took no longer
than 10 minutes to despatch it. It should also be noted
that there is no-one who records exactly when the beast
dies, so consequently people may continue jumping on it,
and beating it, long after it dies.

The letters and statements again made use of words
like “barbaric” and “cruel”, and “torture” to describe
what happened. One should not then be surprised if black
South Africans are led to imagine that there is a
conscious desire on the part of those levelling the
criticism to paint African culture as backward and
inferior.

The point is that emotional, knee-jerk responses such
as these do absolutely nothing to contribute to the
processes of building mutual acceptance and
reconciliation that our country needs.

The approach should rather be to familiarise
ourselves with the details and context related to the
practices and episodes that disturb us.

Negative comments were possibly stimulated by the
focus on the slaughtering of the animals rather than on
the agreement which had been achieved. The impact on a
suburban, non-African readership who think of meat as
something bought at a butchery, and not as part of a
once-living animal that was killed for them to eat, was
further heightened by an accompanying photograph of
someone driving a knife into one of the animal’s necks.

The second event was the killing of a bull at an
ukuEshwama (first-fruits) ceremony at King Zwelithini’s
palace in the kwaNongoma district on Saturday,
December 9.

In this case the animal was slaughtered, on the
instruction of the king, by the warriors who first wrestled
the animal to the ground, and then twisted its neck in an
attempt to either break it, or at least to cause the animal
to suffocate. Various other efforts were made to hasten
its demise too, in particular climbing on top of it to force
out its breath.

I witnessed this in the early 1980’s when the current
Inkosi Mthuli, of the emaThulini chiefdom in
kwMaphumulo, was installed. The other occasion,
besides the ukwEshwama and other installation
ceremonies, on which this ritual slaughtering takes place
is at an ukubuthwa (regiment-forming ceremony), such
as the one I witnessed in April 1972 when King
Zwelithini formed his first regiment, iNala, at
kwaKhethomthandayo.

This should be followed by a critical look at our own
culture and parallels within it that we may conveniently
be overlooking. This will lead to a more balanced, and
more rational, perspective. Having achieved this
balanced perspective we can then enter into a measured
debate about how to resolve our differences in relation to
the issue under scrutiny.

All of us, regardless of our colour or background,
need to adopt this type of approach if we are going to
constructively come to terms with those ways of our

compatriots that we find unacceptable.
To place the issue of Zulu slaughtering practices

within a more balanced perspective, it should be noted
that most slaughtering of animals is done by an
experienced and competent person who completes the
task as quickly and effectively as possible, given that he
has only knife or a spear with which to do it.

Secondly, in traditional Zulu terms, taking an
animal’s life is not something that is done lightly.

When animals are slaughtered it is generally done in
a religious context where people address their ancestral
spirits, explaining why the sacrifice is taking place.

The person who does the slaughtering, having
inflicted the fatal wound, retires to the back of the cattle
enclosure, crouches down respectfully, and quietly
awaits the animal’s demise.

As far as the strangling of the bull is concerned, it
should be noted that the Ukweshwama festival, at which
it occurred, is one of the traditional Zulu rites of kingship
and, as such is as much about the king’s relationship to
his people as it is concerned with the celebration of the
harvest.

In traditional times no-one was allowed to start
harvesting until the king had eaten of the first crops at
this ceremony. This served to emphasise his central role
in the life of the nation.

However, the ceremony also emphasises to the king
that “Inkosi yinkosi ngaBantu”, rendered in English as
 “a leader is a leader by his people”, and that if he
wanted to remain king he had to adhere to the people’s
will.

The killing of the bull by the warriors with their bare
hands served as a reminder to him that the people invest
him with power, and that by sheer force of numbers they
can remove him should he abuse that power.

Besides familiarising ourselves with the details and
context of the African events to achieve a balanced
perspective, we also need to take a critical look at any
comparable practices in Western culture.

The traditional Spanish sport of bull-fighting for
example, entails a much more drawn-out “torturing” of
the bull, as the matador gradually thrusts more lances
into the animal until it collapses and dies. The whole
process is watched by spectators who urge the
combatants on with ecstatic cheering.

We could also focus on our own abattoirs. While
death may be delivered by shooting a bolt into the
animal’s brain, we delude ourselves if we think that as
they move towards the slaughtering pens the animals are
unaware of impending death. With their keen olfactory
senses they must surely pick up the smell of blood.

I recall an article which highlighted the way animals
in the pens awaiting urinate extensively, butt each other,
and so on, as they are gripped by panic and fear.

What about the cruelty of keeping chicken in
batteries to spend their lives from birth to death crowded
together in small cages under artificial lighting? What of
vivisection?

If we are going to find each other in this beautiful
multi-cultural land of ours, we will have to guard against
allowing ourselves to adopt a holier-than-thou attitude or
a sense of cultural superiority no matter how much we
love animals, and of course, we have to be aware of the
legacy of bigoted attitudes that has so bedevilled our
past.
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Furthermore, Thomas argued that white people are being somewhat hypocritical if they

think that those who practice the custom of ritual killing are any crueller than Europeans.

Not only are Europeans ongoing participants in their own “bloodthirsty” practices such as

bullfighting and hunting, but routine meat production – in which almost all people

participate by buying meat – has its own inherent cruelties.

Needless to say, Thomas’ ideas were not well received by many and prompted a fresh

round of self-righteous reaffirmation that cattle slaughter was cruel, barbaric, and

unwestern:

“Jettison bloodthirsty practices” Daily News. 15 December 1999 (Letter to the editor
Mrs N. Mellors)

Welcome to the dark ages in the new millennium.
We read in the papers that the extremely cruel, blood-thirsty and totally unnecessary

ritual killing of animals is to get official approval in the suburbs.
But this is not unbelievable. What is just as bad is an anthropologist telling us we must

respect black culture.
May I ask him: If the victims were humans, would he condone and encourage it? We

may accept all harmless and innocent cultural ceremonies, but why should we accept or
condone anything that insists we drop 10 000 years of culture in favour of plain barbarism?
Before anyone starts on what whites and other races do, may I point out that whites who do
these things are considered mentally-inferior by more advanced and civilised members of
their race, and with good reason too.

In England, Prince Charles and Prince William have done great harm to the monarchy
with fox-hunting. They are seen as playboys, incapable of feeling or reason, and therefore
totally unsuited to positions of high office. No wonder the queen (sic.) would like to retire,
but has no illusions about the sustainability of her son and grandson.
Upgrade, do not downgrade.”

“Eloquence cannot take away pain” Daily News. 1 March 1996 (Letter to the editor:
George Rawlins)

“No matter how eloquently Jeff Thomas tries to defend the cruel rituals involving
animals in primitive ceremonies, they remain exactly what they are – barbaric, cruel and
unnecessary. No amount of talking can wash away agony.

No doubt our ancestors also participated in pointless ceremonies. However, as man
evolves he becomes enlightened and sheds the ways of the primitive and unrefined. That
there are indeed those among us who still practice, or enjoy the spectacle of bull fighting
etc., is merely proof that compassion and sensitivity cannot be bought. It is something
which stems from one’s soul. If it is so important to indulge in rituals, then surely this can
be done symbolically without inflicting terror and agony. Like, for instance, a rag doll is
burned on the fifth of November.

When you speak about us having to accept cross cultural ways in order to go forward in
peace, what you are asking is that the folk who have progressed must in reality now go
backwards.”

In these letters to the newspaper, Mrs Mellors and Mr Rawlins ostensibly take an

animal rights anti-cruelty line in which they lament the suffering, terror and agony being

inflicted on the animals during the ceremonies. In their responses to Thomas’s justification
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of the rituals, they dismiss the cultural value of these events, describing them as “totally

unnecessary” and “pointless” and focus instead on the deaths of the animals by, for

example, equating the death of the animal with the act of killing a human in Mrs Mellors’

case. Mrs Mellors’ distain for Thomas is evident in her suggestion that anyone who

sympathises with those who practice cattle slaughter is as bad as the cattle slaughterers

themselves, presumably in that they have betrayed their own race by supporting this

barbarism. Both the writers’ anti-cruelty arguments draw on some notions that are

particularly revealing about their sense of identity and their opinion of other people with

regard to this issue. Mrs Mellors makes it clear that those who practice ritual killing are

mentally and culturally inferior while Mr Rawlins similarly uses words such as “primitive”

and “unrefined”. In doing so, they tap into a broad set of taken for granted “knowledge”

relating to what it is to be civilised and uncivilised.

To begin with, it is interesting to note that Mrs Mellors referred to “culture” twice in

one sentence, and in each case it had a different meaning. On the one hand she talked about

accepting “harmless and innocent cultural ceremonies”, and in this sense, culture refers to

the customs, traditions, ways of life and other social trappings associated with a particular

group of people, such as Zulu or black people. Later in the same sentence, however, the

writer suggested that to accept these practices which she believed to cause suffering is to

abandon “10 000 years of culture in favour of plain barbarism”. In this sense, it seems that

culture is a mark of being “advanced” and is either something you have, or you do not.37 If

you are “advanced” enough to realise that this custom is cruel and that it should not be

practiced, you have culture, or are cultured, whereas if you are bereft of this realisation and

the ability to refrain from being cruel, you are culture-less, or a barbarian. This second use

of “culture” is one that is essentially a synonym for “being civilised”. Later in her letter,

Mrs Mellors indeed used the terms “advanced” and “civilised” to refer to those who are

capable of recognising the wrongness of cruelty to animals, the same people she had earlier

established “had culture”. For Mrs Mellors, then, having culture is the same as being

civilised and advanced, a quality only of those who do not cause animals to suffer and

definitely not a quality of those who practice ritual cattle killing, who are “uncivilised”,

                                                
37 Said (1993: xiii) explored this use of “culture” as reference to the best of what each society had
achieved. “In time, culture comes to be associated, often aggressively, with the nation or the state; this
differentiates ‘us’ from ‘them’, almost always with some degree of xenophobia. Culture in this sense is a
source of identity, and a rather combative one at that, as we see in recent ‘returns’ to culture and tradition.
These ‘returns’ accompany rigorous codes of intellectual and moral behaviour that are opposed to the
permissiveness associated with such relatively liberal philosophies as multiculturalism and hybridity”.
Also see Anderson and Gale (1992: 1) and Alasuutari (1995: 25) on this use of culture. 
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“uncultured”, “backwards”, and “barbaric”; all of which means that they are “incapable of

feeling or reason”.

The writer’s sense of the transition from barbaris m to civilisation is a strongly temporal

one, most conspicuously because of the graphic notion that there is “10 000 years of

culture” between her and those who practice cattle killing. Her statement argued that

without 10 000 years of culture (which she has) you end up with “plain barbarism” or

“mental inferiority” (the quality of those who practice the custom). References to an

evolutionary sense of progress occur elsewhere in her letter, such as her suggestions that

ritual slaughter is of the “dark ages” and do not belong in the “new millennium”. The word

“advanced” itself is temporal since it implies sophistication or a “higher state” attained

through a period of evolution or maturing. Mr Rawlins explains this process even more

explicitly, saying that “as man evolves he becomes enlightened and sheds the ways of the

primitive and unrefined”. Mr Rawlins credits himself and certain others with having

“progressed” from a time when they too were deprived of the ability to know that what they

were doing was wrong. For these writers, then, there is a clear transition from bad to good

in the move from the dark primitive past steeped in traditions and rituals to the enlightened

cruelty-free present. “The modern” is assumed to be good, more advanced, progressive and

superior while “the traditional” is assumed to be bad, backwards and inferior.38 The writers

deploy civilisation as an opposition to tradition, not seeming to realise that civilisation has

its own history and traditions.39

Mrs Mellors’ sense of the difference between civilised and uncivilised is so

overwhelming in her worldview that it even cuts across any racial sense that white people

automatically qualify as civilised and advanced. In response to Jeff Thomas’ argument that

there are many examples of problematic treatment of animals by Europeans, she distances

herself from those Europeans, insisting that they too are mentally inferior, that they have

                                                
38 In a subsequent letter to the newspaper, Mrs Mellors explains even more plainly that “the reason
western technology and more civilised standards have evolved far beyond that of Africa and the East was
because of the willingness of whites to stand up and object to all ideals by their fellow whites that were
harmful, destructive and devoid of reason or logic. Africa and the East, on the other hand, cling to their
despotic rulers and outdated superstitions to the point where they are actually stepping backwards in time
and will take another 500 years to catch up”. (“Stepping Backwards in Time”  Sunday Tribune. 16
January 2000)
39 Another letter to the editor uses the world “archaic” to describe the practice. “We are entering a new era
in South Africa, one of tolerance and respect for other cultures but archaic and brutal practices such as
these surely cannot be tolerated in the new South African society”. “Bull slaughter” [Name of newspaper
unclear on archive] 3 January 1994 (letter to the editor by Margarita Fuller). A temporal discourse was
also used in another letter to the editor expressing outrage at the Zulu monarch’s First Fruit’s ceremony.
After having quoted the gory details of the animal’s death, the author concludes “What hope is there for
this country if people insist on clinging to such barbaric rituals? Is this really the 20th Century?”
(“Disgusted at barbaric ‘cultural’ ritual” Sunday Tribune. 7 January 1996. Anonymous letter to the
editor).
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somehow missed out on the “10 000 years of culture”. Mrs Mellor’s sense of being

cultured, civilised and advanced, therefore, is not one which is innate or a quality of her

race (Europeans) since she argues implicitly that black people could instantly “upgrade

themselves” (read: become civilised) by refraining from ritual cattle slaughter, and, indeed

that Europeans can downgrade themselves (become uncivilised) by participating in cruel

practices. Similarly Mr Rawlins argues that compassion and sensitivity are a reflection of

one’s “soul” and therefore cannot be bought. Those who are cruel to animals have defective

souls, regardless of whether they have wealth or not. Perhaps a more extreme interpretation

is that Mr Rawlins meant that, while the “new money” of the black middle class moving

into former white areas might be able to gain access to these areas for this group, it cannot

buy the level of civilisation of those already living there. This is as though one cannot buy

whiteness or a level of civilisation even though one can afford to buy a nice house in the

suburbs.

The concluding sentiment of both letters is that all those who used to be cruel to

animals can upgrade or progress from being barbarian to being civilised. Their fear is that

ritual slaughter in the suburbs will be unopposed and “we” will therefore drop “our” culture

and downgrade to a state of barbarism. The presence of this practice in the suburb directly

impacts on Mrs Mellor’s ability to call herself “civilised” since “we” would be forced to

drop “10 000 years of culture” if “we” were to accept it. Mr Rawlins says “When you speak

about us having to accept cross cultural ways in order to go forward in peace, what you are

asking is that the folk who have progressed must in reality now go backwards”. The threat

felt by both to their civilised sense of identity could not be clearer.

Cattle killing out of place in suburbs

One of the key discourses evident so far has been a geographical discourse in which cattle

killing is seen as out of place in built up residential areas. While whites may find the killing

of cattle objectionable in any context, their objections are amplified many times over by the

prospect of them taking place within their neighbourhood. One local government official

said that

…it was only because the ritual was taking place in a formal residential area that the
local residents were so “up in arms” about it. “In a rural area this would be perfectly
natural. What the residents don’t understand is that even in an urban area people would like
to exercise their cultures”.40

                                                
40 “Chaos as neighbours complain about ritual slaying” Saturday Paper . 16 December 1995 (Marian
Murray), quoting Kingsburgh deputy Town Clerk Bernard Marais.
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Why, then, are people so against cattle killing in the suburbs? Clearly at one level people

are simply trying to avoid encountering these practices in the space in which they live, and

the issue is therefore one of proximity. At another level, however, the impetus to

geographically exclude these practices from the suburbs can be linked to the overall

civilised-uncivilised discourse that we have seen Mrs Mellors and Mr Rawlins tap into. In

particular, it is linked to the way some spaces are seen to be civilised and others are seen to

be uncivilised. The following extracts, the first of which is drawn from Box 17, reveal this

geographical notion through the words highlighted:

“At midday tomorrow I’m going out – I don’t want to hear the bellows of death in my
own back yard,” said one [neighbour] who preferred to remain anonymous.

He did not disagree with the cultural slaughtering but felt it should not be inflicted on
everyone in the area.

“A Zulu kraal is the appropriate place for this and not suburban Durban”.41

Montclaire resident Yvonne van der Merwe said: “We don’t like things like this. If it is
traditional, why can’t they go to the farm? Why must our children watch animals suffering
in such a bloodthirsty way?  42

An angry and upset Dorothy Wiese said that she was “absolutely horrified” that
barbaric acts like this could happen in a built-up residential area.43

A typical reaction from neighbours was that of Morningside resident Marie du Toit who
said: “These are not areas for uncivilised traditions. Imagine what it will do to our
children, seeing a cow being killed with knives and spears.

‘It must be done in the abattoirs and not here. A Zulu kraal would also be an
appropriate place, but not the suburbs,” she said.

Other complaints highlighted by Du Toit included loud noise, and guests urinating on
the sidewalks and trespassing on private property during various rituals.44

The first extract begins by drawing on a “proximity” discourse in which the resident

expresses simply that he does not want to hear the death of the animal from where he lives.

However, he goes beyond this more neutral idea into the realm of the “proper place” for

certain activities and in this case, a “Zulu kraal is the appropriate place for this and not

suburban Durban”. Once again we encounter the use of the word “kraal” to denote the

sense of dislocation being experienced by whites (See p. 185). Although the first extract

does not say why this custom is only appropriate in a Zulu kraal, the second extract clearly

states that it is the traditionalism of the practice which makes it an appropriate custom for

“the farm”.45 The Zulu kraals and farms are therefore considered to be traditional spaces,

                                                
41 “Umemulo upsets suburbia” Natal on Saturday. 18 December 1993 (Carol Campbell) (See Box 17,
page 243)
42 “Cow killing in garden upsets residents” Daily News. 17 December 1993 (Mark Stiebel)
43 ibid. “Cow killing in garden upsets residents” Daily News. 17 December 1993 (Mark Stiebel)
44 “Slaughter in the suburbs” Sunday Tribune. 12 December 1999 (Goodman Msomi)
45 The use of the “farm” attribute is not necessarily limited to white residents, and can also be deployed
by Indians Morris (1999: 683).
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and by extension, suburban Durban is considered to be a modern space, which is why the

custom belongs in the former but not in the latter. The third extract added a further reason

for the out-of-placeness of the custom in “built-up residential areas” and that was because

the custom was barbaric. The implication of this was that built-up residential areas are not

“barbaric” spaces, and by extension rural areas are spaces in which barbarism is seen to be

more in-place or at least expected. The final extract comes right out and says that suburbs

“are not areas for uncivilised traditions” attended by uncivilised people who make a loud

noise, urinate on the pavements and trespass on private property. Suburbs are civilised

spaces unlike Zulu kraals, and since cattle killing is an uncivilised tradition, it belongs in

kraals where the high standards of civilisation do not apply. Other articles expanded on this

discourse, quoting a “white” person as saying that cattle slaughter was “satanic”, thereby

deploying the Christian-pagan binary in his/her construction of this practice.46

Box 17: “Umemulo upsets suburbia” Natal on Saturday. 18 December 1993

(Carol Campbell)

THE Montclair, Durban, resident who stirred up a
hornet’s nest among his neighbours when he brought two
cows home to slaughter for a traditional Zulu celebration
said he felt “hurt” by their angry reaction.

Alex Malinga said he had the council’s permission
for the umemulo (coming of age) and did not set out to
upset his neighbours.

“They must understand this is the new South Africa
– I have to do this and my children will also do it when
they grow up,” he said.

About 150 guests will attend the party in honour of
his daughter, Khanyisile, who graduated as a teacher
from the University of Zululand, near Empangeni, this
year.

When Natal on Saturday visited the Malinga home
yesterday Khanyisile had gone out with her mother
because she was “upset by all the fuss”.

Earlier yesterday SPCA officials visited the property
to inspect the cows but could find no evidence that the
animals were being mistreated.

They apparently give the thumbs up to the planned
killing after making sure the cows would not experience
much pain or stress during the process. According to
Malinga, experts will do the

slaughtering by cutting the spinal cord at the base of the
animals’ heads.

“It’s very quick – one two three – and they are dead,”
he said.

Several residents of the street said they felt they
should have been consulted about the slaughter because
it affected everyone in the neighbourhood.

“At midday tomorrow I’m going out – I don’t ant to
hear the bellows of death in my own back yard,” said one
who preferred to remain anonymous.

He did not disagree with the cultural slaughtering but
felt it should not be inflicted on everyone in the area.

“A Zulu kraal is the appropriate place for this and not
suburban Durban.”

Another woman said her six-year-old son had
phoned her at work sobbing.

“Its okay for the Malingas – and their kids are used
to this sort of thing but they should respect the fact that
this is not done in our society.”

A close neighbour of the Malingas said he didn’t
agree with the slaughtering but said: “They are decent
people and good neighbours – I respect the fact that this
is a cultural event.”

From this discussion, then, it is clear that some white people’s concerns about the

practice of cattle killing go far beyond the presumed cruelty of the custom and extend into

the very identities of people and places. Opponents’ arguments appear to rest more on the

taken-for-granted knowledges and understandings of civilised and uncivilised than on a

                                                
46 e.g. “Uproar over ritual animal slaughter” Sunday Times . 15 March 1998. (Michael Schmidt)
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logical and informed confrontation of the actual practice. The most glaring contradiction is

the failure to address Jeff Thomas’ point that cruelty to animals is something that is endemic

to western society. Mrs Mellors’ entire argument depended on the assumption that the cruel

treatment of animals was something that was fundamentally a quality of “the Other” and

therefore was never committed by “us” advanced, civilised decent animal-loving folk. She

even managed to construct as “the other” those Europeans whose acts of hunting and bull

fighting can be equated in her mind with the bloodthirsty practices of black South Africans.

She failed, however, to address Thomas’ point that everyday meat production in abattoirs is

no better or worse than the similarly instantaneous deaths inflicted on cattle during most

cattle killing ceremonies.47 The problem that this poses for Mrs Mellors is that abattoirs

cannot be constructed as something belonging to the Other since they are a fundamentally a

part of everyday western society and the average western lifestyle. The reality is, therefore,

that black people’s ways of killing animals vary in their degree of cruelty as much as

European ways of killing animals do, and while opponents of the practice might concentrate

on particularly extreme examples such as the king’s first fruits ceremony, this is not

representative of most cattle killing which does, in fact, strive for a quick painless death.

There was evidence in other articles that generally those who practice this custom strive for

a quick painless death. One black resident who was responding to the criticism of his

neighbours said that the killing was to be conducted by an expert who would cut the spinal

cord at the base of the animals’ head: he said “It’s very quick – one two three – and they are

dead” (See Box 17, page 243). A letter to the editor of the Daily News by a black person

stated that white people’s “sickened” response to this practice is either hypocrisy or “the

killing of animals only becomes ‘vicious, brutal and barbaric’ when performed by black

people.”48

A cultural history of animals in cities

So far the discussion has established that there is a perceived incompatibility between the

practice of cattle killing and the norms of “civilised” urban society. What has yet to be

                                                
47 Curiously, only one of the opponents of cattle slaughter I interviewed was vegetarian. Even she was
unable to avoid using the notion of “western expectations” as her quote shows:
Jane: I think probably the only thing that would really probably worry anybody in a home situation
[regarding black neighbours] is if um you know like, not that it would worry me, but I know people speak
about it, is this the fact that [if] the different cultures came with the slaughtering of animals and that kind
of thing that 36.49

Richard: It always seems to come up that one 36.50
Jane: That, well its because, well I mean I don’t eat meat so I could go on and on about that, but it’s not
my place to; it’s not something that is accepted in a so-called western society. 36.51
48 “Bull ‘hypocrisy’ condemned” Daily News 13 March 1996 (Letter to the editor: Macingwane).
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established, however, is the reason why killing a cow on one’s urban property has become a

problem in western society. Recent literature on the “geography of animals” provides us

with some important considerations regarding the relationship between people, animals and

cities and it is useful to briefly review some of the ideas about the exclusion of animals

from cities, the growing sympathy for animals through urbanisation, and the removal of

abattoirs as they became a psychologically troubling phenomenon on the western urban

landscape.

The most glaring aspect of the attitude to animals in western cities is that there is

something of an “antianimal agenda hostile to the presence of live animals and therefore

urging their sociospatial exclusion” (Philo 1995: 664). Animals in western society are

regarded as part of the Other, and indeed are at times the “ultimate Other” – that which

constitutes the negative opposite against which society defines itself to be superior (Wolch

and Emel 1995: 636, Anderson 1997: 473). Cities are meant to encapsulate humanity’s

escape from nature both metaphorically and literally, and the presence of animals is

therefore unwelcome since they reintroduce a natural presence.49 This is particularly true of

animals intended for consumption since civilised humans consider themselves to exist

outside of natural processes such as food chains. This opposition to the presence of animals

is linked into the notion that cities represent “civilised space” and therefore should exclude

all “wild” things including nature and “wild people”. When animals unwittingly fail to keep

to their allotted spaces, or indeed are brought across the borders by other people, they are

seen to be out of place. The out-of-placeness of the animals in cities is expressed in familiar

discourses such as that of public health, hygiene, and the desire to “cleanse a filthy urban

environment” from “odours”, “flies”, “unseemly sights” associated with livestock (Philo

1995: 665). The association between animals and filth brings these perceptions into the

realm of Mary Douglas’ ideas that pollution is “matter out of place” (see p. 147 above), and

indeed Cresswell’s use of transgression is applicable in this case. As Philo put it,

…many animals (domesticated and wild) are on occasion transgressive of the sociospatial
order which is created and policed around them by human beings, becoming “matter out of
place” in the process… (Philo 1995: 656)

According to this logic, we would expect western cities to be driving towards an end point

of animal-less cities. Yet in practice, western people’s attitudes to animals are highly

contradictory; while some species are treated as absolutely unwanted and revolting, others

are treated as honorary members of the family (Wolch and Emel 1995: 635). We find

                                                
49 The desire to progress away from nature was a position held by Immanuel Kant, as explored by Eze
(1997: 112). 
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therefore that there is also a pro-animal trend in the opposite direction of the anti-animal

agenda, which has seen the increasing popularity of a narrow set of animal species which

act as companions for their owners. For most white South Africans, as with western urban

culture generally, the animals they encounter in daily urban life are usually pets. People

form strong bonds with these animals, which are generally credited with their own

personalities and sometimes treated more like children than animals. It is not entirely

accurate, then, to say there is an anti-animal agenda in western cities as many people

consider themselves to be animal-lovers. What can be argued is that westernisation and

urbanisation have resulted in a softer approach to animals that is more sympathetic and less

utilitarian (Philo 195: 665). Consider how Western people often refer with horror to the

stereotypical idea of Far Eastern people’s use of dogs and cats for food. From a neutral

position, there is no difference between eating dog meat and eating pork, but the two

animals are viewed differently in the West such that killing a dog for meat is tantamount to

killing “man’s best friend.”50

There are two reasons, then, why animals intended for consumption as meat are not

welcome in western cities: Firstly, these types of animals are not part of the narrow set of

animal species which have become acceptable as pets and are therefore not “usual” in

suburban areas (i.e. they have transgressed their boundaries). Secondly, people have

become sympathetic to animals in general and struggle with the idea of killing an animal in

order to have meat. The exclusion of animals that provide meat from cities has a history that

correlates with the growing sympathy for animals and the notion that urban animals are

pets. Until the nineteenth century, even major urban areas such as London and Chicago

were full of animals that were present for their associated products, such as meat and dairy.

During the nineteenth century, the cattle markets of such cities became highly contested

spaces, with increasing numbers of people asking for their removal. As well as objections to

the presence of animals in general, there were also specific objections to the actual killing

of the animals in slaughterhouses and a “deep unpleasantness for humans sharing the city

with livestock animals awaiting slaughter” (Philo 1995: 671 and 674). Essentially people

were becoming “squeamish” about the killing of animals, but this squeamishness was

turned into a virtue and was seen as a mark of a more sophisticated type of person. Thomas

More’s vision of Utopia (1516) contained the following fantasy:

Outside the city are designated places where all gore and offal may be washed away in
running water. From these places they transport the carcasses of the animals slaughtered

                                                
50 There is, of course, also the possibility that dogs and cats are not considered good for humans to eat
because they themselves eat meat. Most of the animals which western people like to eat are herbivores.
See Anderson (2000 a: 144) on Ritvo’s 1997 book The Platypus and the Mermaid and Other Figments of
the Classifying Imagination  for further discussion on edible and inedible animals.
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and cleaned by the hands of slaves. They do not allow their citizens to accustom
themselves to the butchering of animals, by the practice of which they think that mercy, the
finest feeling of our human nature, is gradually killed off. (Quoted in Cockburn 1996: 20)

One of the marks of being “civilised” is the ability to “transcend the beast within”, and to

rise above nature and natural impulses thus achieving the triumph of reason over emotion or

instinct (Anderson 1997: 473; 2000 b: 308). The practice of killing one’s own meat can be

likened to a more beastly, less civilised state. By participating in ecological processes one

therefore reduces oneself to a “part” of nature. Further, Thomas More counted the aversion

to killing animals for meat as a good thing since to kill an animal, he believed, would kill

off the finest quality of human nature, which is mercy. Whether the animal dies or not is

itself immaterial, what is important is that the death of the animals be removed from the

lifeworlds of the civilised urban populace.

In this quote, Thomas More identifies what was to become a key contradiction in

Western society: that people continue to eat meat but the majority have nothing to do with

the raising and killing of the animal, and indeed, many would choose not to eat meat if it

meant that they had to kill the animal themselves. In the nineteenth century, people found

cattle markets and abattoirs to be disturbing; opponents of abattoirs referred to the

“screaming” and “groaning” of the livestock awaiting death and expressed discomfort about

being exposed to the slaughter of cattle. The ensuing period of reform, driven in part by

health authorities in Western cities, saw the removal of cattle markets and abattoirs from

urban dwellers’ lifeworlds to the urban periphery. Therefore, “slaughterhouses have been

put ‘out of sight and out of mind’, so that humans can hide themselves from the painful

reality of the mass killing – some authors call it a form of ‘genocide’ – that turns animals on

the fields into meat on our tables” (Philo 1995: 672 also see Cockburn 1996: 27). Today this

separation in the West between cities and the production of meat is seen as a norm, a taken

for granted order of the way things should be. This is part of the reason suburban cattle

killing ceremonies appear to be so abnormal to white South Africans who subscribe to these

western notions of “normal” urban orders. As Jeff Thomas said in his article defending

these ceremonies, it is inevitable that cattle killing will shock “a suburban, non-African

readership who think of meat as something bought at a butchery, and not as part of a once-

living animal that was killed for them to eat”.51 This squeamishness is possibly latent in the

extracts that have been discussed above, in the following extract, the speaker discusses her

aversion to these ceremonies in terms of her own feelings:

Richard: Would you put any conditions on er on having black neighbours say, or does it
just really not feature in your concerns at all? 30.135

                                                
51 “Rituals explained” Daily News . 2 June 1996 (Jeff Thomas) (see Box 16, page 236)
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Laura: 52 It doesn’t feature in my concerns at all {Okay}. I mean I’ve; I mean like; no not
black. I mean I’d hate to have neighbours that (pause) quite frankly slaughtered cattle and
things under my nose {right}. I mean I suppose in that sense I would get very distressed if
I felt that there was (pause) there was, you know I suppose that’s the one thing I would be
nervous of about having a very traditional black family {right} living next door. 30.136

Richard: What would; what worries you the most about that ritual, that slaughtering
cattle? 30.137

Laura: The pain and the gore (laughs) {right} I mean I, they’re welcome to their traditions
but somehow that’s one that I dislike {right} I would rather (pause) {ja} not know about
it. 30.138

Richard: A lot of people do say; do say that worries them. It does feature in people’s
concerns. 30.139

Laura: I mean it just has to doesn’t it? I mean the thought of animal’s throats cut at the
best of times {ja} is is awful [~]. I must be honest, and whether that’s racist or not I’m not
sure but I couldn’t bear that. 30.140

Laura had elsewhere in the interview displayed considerable political progressiveness, and

had, during apartheid, been extensively involved in black empowerment. She is concerned

about appearing racist and is aware of the potentially racial overtones of criticising the

practice of cattle killing (30.140). However, she expresses an overriding feeling of

squeamishness and horror about the practice of cattle slaughtering. She raises the issue

without prompting (30.136) as the only thing about having black neighbours that would

bother her. She indicated that it was not an objection to black people per se, but an

objection to that practice. However, she then suggested that it is a practice associated with

more traditional black families. It is a practice that would “distress” her if it happened

“under [her] nose” and it is a practice that she would “rather not know about”. She fears the

“pain and the gore” (30.138) and considers the thought of an animal’s throat being cut to be

“awful” (30.140).

People fear the possibility of hearing the “bellows of death” in their own back yards

and seeing the killing of cattle in their neighbourhoods.53 Mrs Du Toit (quoted above) said

“Imagine what it will do to our children, seeing a cow being killed with knives and

spears.’54 Imagine indeed: the children will be confronted with the reality that beef comes

from cows and that cows have to be killed in order to get it – something which suburbanites

have not had to consider for generations. They will also be confronted with the reality that

the “mercy” and “sympathy” they feel towards animals is a facade since they have merely

displaced the job of killing the animal elsewhere.

We therefore have another layer of understanding behind white people’s accusations

that cattle killings are “cruel”, “barbaric” and “uncivilised”. White people cannot imagine

                                                
52 Laura:  Female, 57, English, Born in SA, Divorced, Teacher, Interview 30 - Aug 97.
53 “Umemulo upsets suburbia” Natal on Saturday. 18 December 1993 (Carol Campbell) (See Box 17,
page 243)
54 “Slaughter in the suburbs” Sunday Tribune. 12 December 1999 (Goodman Msomi)
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knowing an animal and even having it on your property and yet still being able to kill it

with a knife. To know an animal and still be able to kill it seems utterly barbaric because it

suggests that people do not have feelings of “mercy” (Thomas More) or “compassion” or

“sensitivity” (Mr Rawlins), which are marks of civilisation. What is usually not

acknowledged is that the reason the practice is considered so offensive is that it is striking a

nerve in western suburbia and making highly visible a psychologically troubling

phenomenon that suburbanites have worked so hard to hide from themselves.

Box 18: “Tribal customs must be adapted” Daily News. 26 December 1999 (Ann Grayson)

While people are entitled to observe their own
culture, which may include ritual slaughter, it is
necessary for traditional customs to adapt to modern
suburban life to survive and to enable people of different
cultures to live together in harmony. This will in no way
de-Africanise these customs.

The most important considerations are that hygienic
conditions are adhered to and that animals are
slaughtered painlessly. It has now been recognised that
animals are “sentient beings”. This means that they have
the same psychosomatic mechanisms as humans and
react to fright, pain and impeding death in the same way.
In view of this new knowledge, the cruelty
sanctified by our forefathers is no longer acceptable.

Some methods of slaughter should be replaced with a
more humane alternative.

Whites, though, are hardly in a position to comment
on how uncivilised ritual slaughter is or to claim that it
should be carried out “in the kraal”.

They cannot plead ignorance of appalling acts of
cruelty perpetrated daily on animals. It is inherent in
some farm practices, in factory farming, in abattoirs, in
the transporting of animals, in the abuse of dogs and in
experiments conducted on animals.

Why aren’t these squeamish people working to
enforce sterner legislation for better protection of
animals?’

What has been explored here is, of course, just one discourse that white people (and

potentially others) can draw from when formulating their opinions of cattle slaughter. It is

important to acknowledge more progressive discourses, as deployed by Jeff Thomas, and by

other white residents represented in interviews and through newspaper articles. For

example, one neighbour to a family conducting a ceremony,

… Alan King, said he did not have a problem. Slaughtering a bull was better than Guy
Fawkes in terms of noise. People had to understand that neighbourhoods were changing,
and that they needed to live together.55

Still others draw on alternative discourses to oppose aspects of cattle killing. In a letter to

the editor, Ann Grayson, specifically rejected notions of these practices being uncivilised or

as belonging only in the kraal (Box 18). She felt that many whites are hypocritical since

there are many atrocities perpetrated against animals in western society. Having said this,

she argued that it is necessary to modify certain aspects of the ritual to ensure that they are

hygienic and painless, thus making the ceremonies sensitive to the animals and to

neighbours. The thrust of her letter was not to denigrate the practices or those who carry

them out, but sought to constructively engage what she felt were problematic aspects of the

                                                
55 “Red Hill residents angered by ritual slaughter” Daily News. 13 February 1999 (Ellijah Mhlanga)
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ceremonies with a view to modifying them for the better. It is therefore possible to be

critical of such things as cattle slaughtering ceremonies without downgrading those

associated with it, since the motive should be to constructively modify for the better rather

than make oneself feel superior by proving the inferiority of others. This moves us from a

simple understanding of “racism” as the criticism of one group by another, to a more

sophisticated definition of racism as the specific use of criticism in order to denigrate

another group for one’s own promotion. It is possible for one group to critically engage

with the practices of another without aiming for this outcome.

6 . 3  C O N C L U S I O N :  D E N I A L  O F  “ RA C E ”

In the post-apartheid state the class (as opposed to racial) dimension of this struggle are
likely to become more overtly pronounced, with access to urban space based on wealth
rather than racial criteria becoming the defining characteristic of South Africa’s cities.
(Saff 1994: 377)

The racial exclusivity of residential areas under apartheid, has given way to financial

exclusivity of “non-racial” affluent suburbs in the new South Africa. The common

characteristic of the residents is no longer their whiteness but is their ability to afford to live

there. The assumption (indeed hope) of established residents is that if a black or Indian

person can afford to live in the heart of the Berea they are unlikely to be “traditional” and

are more likely to be westernised. Their lifestyles will therefore be very similar to the white

residents of the suburb who lead, and aspire to lead, a quintessentially western lifestyle.

As the above quote from Saff illustrates, this is an end which neo-marxist academics

have been forecasting for some time, arguing that apartheid is going to continue as a result

of the divisiveness of the free market. It is also a process which the government appreciated

in the 1980s and all their “reforms” in the 1980s were designed to preserve the possibility of

privilege, even if it meant allowing a black middle class to share it. Evidence from this

chapter suggests that the ways in which white people understand their place in the world,

and that of others, is an ever-dynamic interaction between colonial-style understandings of a

hierarchy of races and a newer approach which professes blindness to racial hierarchy.

In a number of the extracts reproduced in this chapter, participants were anxious to

stress that they were willing to accept people into their neighbourhoods regardless of their

race. This discursive shift away from exclusion on the basis of race has both progressive

and conservative potential. On the progressive side, the use of non-racial discourse reflects

social and political change in South Africa. As Dixon and Reicher put it, the distancing

from overt racism reflects “South Africa’s changing moral order” (1997: 371). The fact that
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white people are now speaking in non-racial terms means that this group could be accepting

and internalising this new moral order.56 As Chapter 2 has indicated, language is closely

associated with worldview and identity. That people are now adopting new non-racial

orders, whether out of sincere moral conviction or simply through having absorbed new

political norms, potentially reflects a change in the national understanding of inferiority and

superiority. As Mennell stated in his discussion of Elias, “when power ratios become less

uneven, the imposed sense of inferiority is weakened” (1992: 123). The abandonment of

racial language therefore represents a highly significant shift that is indicative of the

changing power relations in society. As hegemonic control has transferred from the white

National Party to the predominantly black ANC, so it has started to reverse the apartheid

conception of a hierarchy of races in which whites were superior to other races. It is

necessary to recognise that many white people have “reformed”, and will declare quite

sincerely that the Group Areas Act was wrong to have excluded people purely on the basis

of their race.

To some extent, of course, whites had no choice since urban apartheid became

indefensible in the context of the new dominance of anti-apartheid ideologies (Dixon et al

1994: 289). It might be possible to cynically comment that white people are changing their

language as a superficial response to the new order without necessarily changing their inner

beliefs. Non-racial discourse, then, is a semantic change made for strategic reasons rather

than an ideological change made out of moral conviction. 57 White people are now more

likely to say that they disagree with racial exclusion simply because that is now the

politically and socially acceptable approach. Whites adopted non-racial discourse as an

expedient way of dictating the terms of exclusion and the status quo. People have to sanitise

their motives by “denying that they are operating on the basis of ‘race’” (Dixon and Reicher

1997: 370).

Indeed, the widespread rejection of the Group Areas Act amongst whites in the new

South Africa does not mean that whites have suddenly become accepting of all people, and

it is important to examine what has filled the vacuum left by the backgrounding of racial

discourses. Whereas “the wrong types of people” were previously defined in explicitly

racial terms (black, coloured and Indian), they are now defined according to other criterion.

For example, those who wish to continue exclusion of the “wrong type of people” without

                                                
56 Indeed, the evidence from Tomaselli and Tomaselli’s (1992) article (see p. 227 above) was that only
around a quarter of white residents surveyed were actually in favour of continued segregation, thus
suggesting that people advocated non-racialism before the end of apartheid during the period 1990-1994.
57 Morris (1999: 680) has described this phenomenon in terms of Goffman’s idea of “fronts”, whereby
people act according to certain roles so that they can achieve a particular goal. 
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resorting to the discourse of race have found alternatives to race, such as the concept of

“culture”. Culture has become a powerful discourse through which people can exclude

others without referring to the discredited notions of race, and yet achieve very similar

social objectives. The word “culture” has a benign appearance, and people can pass

comments that new residents of the neighbourhood must fit in with the local culture without

them seeming unreasonable. Such comments, however, have the power of capturing the

right for the speaker to define acceptability (and unacceptability) and therefore can be

deployed to call for the exclusion of people on the speaker’s terms. Furthermore, there is

very little material difference between the apparently innocuous insistence that newcomers

must fit into the local culture, and the key justification of apartheid that different cultures

were incompatible. When people insist on the cultural compatibility of newcomers, thereby

calling for the exclusion of those they consider incompatible, essence of apartheid can be

expressed in the “new” South Africa without using now-discredited racial discourses.58 As

Sharp put it, “it is perfectly possible to be racist without stressing, or even using, the term

‘race’” (Sharp 1988: 8). This is clearly demonstrated by Alison and Kevin who, in their

interview, discussed the nature of difference in the following way:

Alison:59 My parents have always been very um I wouldn’t say liberal in the sense of being
liberal but I would say extremely fair people, where people’s skin didn’t count – the
colour of it – as much as what as actually in that skin and I think that has been ¬  33.303

Kevin:60 I think we all actually take that attitude but where we get confused in South
Africa is that the cultural demarcation is so clear that by and large if an African has been
educated in South Africa and he’s lived all his life in South Africa he’s going to behave in
a certain way 33.304

In his statement (33.304) Kevin, is able to argue that there is a particular “African” culture

and way of behaving, caused primarily by the way that “he” has been educated and

socialised. Difference is absolute, but it is based on a difference in education rather than

biological notions of difference.

Historically, culture has been seen as an expression of race and the two terms are

therefore closely associated. This is not only a South African tendency, but a general

characteristic of “post-Enlightenment European thought” (Dubow 1995: 20) which played a

vital complimentary role to biological notions of race even when the latter were widespread

in the first decades of the twentieth century (Marks and Trapido 1987: 8). As biological

                                                
58 Consider the similarities between unacceptable types of practices and behaviours identified by whites
in the 1990s (p. 227) and the offensive characteristics of other races identified by the 1940s urban
apartheid technical sub-committee quoted by Kuper (see p. 215).
59 Alison: Female, ± 45, English, Born in SA - Jhb, Married (to Kevin), Media work, Interview 33 - Aug
97.
60 Kevin: Male, ± 55, English, Born in Gyana, Married (to Alison), Business advisor, Interiew 33 - Aug
97.
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ideas of race became discredited, however, conservative ideas of cultural difference were

able to survive and became the dominant justification for the exclusion of other races.61 The

term culture does, of course, have a variety of meanings but Bauman believes that the

notion of culture has been hi-jacked from liberal assimilationists by conservative agendas

wishing to promote exclusion (Bauman 1993: 236). He explains further that

Rejection of strangers may shy away from expressing itself in racial terms, but it cannot
afford admitting being arbitrary lest it should abandon all hope of success; it verbalizes
itself therefore in terms of incompatibility of cultures, or of the self-defence of a form of
life bequeathed by tradition… Arguments that wish to be as firm and solid as those once
anchored in the images of soil and blood now have to dress themselves in the rhetoric of
human-made cultures and its values. (Bauman 1993: 235)

As in South Africa, the power of the idea of culture in the West is that it stands above the

now discredited notion of biological racial hierarchy and segregation.

Balibar (1991), also keen to highlight the relatively novel phenomenon in which the overt
doctrines of biological inferiority have been abandoned in Europe, but where legitimation
for domination, discrimination, repatriation and forms of segregation or separation continue
to be found, speaks of the new racism as primarily a form of “cultural racism”; a
“differentialist racism”, in which cultural difference replaces the earlier and now
scientifically discredited biological theorizations. (Rattansi 1994: 55) 62

One of the advantages of the notion of culture, from a conservative point of view, is that it

is a more flexible and acceptable term which is more difficult to challenge because it is less

precise and fixed than biological ideas of race. It is possible to insist on difference “without

the need to define precisely on what grounds that difference was predicated, or whether

such difference was likely to be temporary or permanent” (Dubow 1994: 358). Culture is

therefore replacing biology for those in search of a strategic basis for exclusion. The key

question is to what extent new forms of exclusion are, in fact, racist. As Jackson and Jacobs

indicate, the new forms of racism not rooted in biology are difficult to identify:

The identification of racist practices and ideologies once seemed beguilingly
straightforward, when they were more clearly rooted in biology. As is well known,
however, racism retains its power by changing shape, articulated nowadays through ideas
of inherent difference rather than biology, and inflected through culture rather than
genetics. These cultural inflections have given rise to a situation, identified by Jim Blaut
(1992, page 189), in which racism is still rife but it is increasingly difficult to identify.
(Jackson and Jacobs 1996: 2)

                                                
61 See Frankenberg (1993: 13) for a summary of the same process in the US from the 1920s onwards. See
Berg and Kerns (1996: 115) for a discussion on the way culture has become a substitute for race in New
Zealand. Also see Miles (1989: 62).
62 For further discussion see Barkan (1992), who reviews the period between the First and Second World
Wars when racism “ceased to command respectability” in Britain and the United States that it had during
the heyday of scientific racism (1992: xi).
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Given the outwardly non-racial nature of many contemporary forms of exclusion, how can

we be sure that they are in fact forms of racism at all? To what extent, or in what way, are

the extracts reproduced in this chapter actually sophisticated, cleverly disguised forms of

racism? The first point to note is that exclusions are no longer expressed in terms of types of

people (black, Indian and coloured) but instead on characteristics, practices and behaviours

(such as those listed on page 227). Many of these practices are seen as racial characteristics,

such as the tendency to talk loudly, or to conduct traditional ceremonies such as cattle

slaughter. However, the behaviours which were once seen as inevitable characteristics of

people from particular races by virtue of their race are now more likely to be considered

“free floating”, whereby there is no necessary connection between a person’s race and their

behaviour. The characteristics associated with black culture are still generally considered

inferior, backwards, infantile, and so on, but there is now a belief that black people can

overcome these problematic characteristics. Should blacks, Indians and coloureds prove

themselves capable of abandoning their offensive, irritating practices they are acceptable,

according to the new rules of non-racism. Whereas black and Indian people were previously

seen to be fundamentally unacceptable to white residents, they are now seen to be capable

of transcending that which made them unacceptable. If they do manage to transcend those

things then they are welcomed, even held up as examples of how wonderful people of other

races can be and how wrong the apartheid government was to have excluded them.

Therefore, white people have accepted that black people are not necessarily  inferior.

However, they are not accorded with instant equality. They are only seen as capable of

being equal with whites, having the potential to be on “our” level, assuming that they drop

all the things about black culture that made them inferior and adopt all the things that make

whites superior. Black people are only considered equal when they speak good English

(without an African accent), adopt white people’s manners and mannerisms, and essentially

westernise themselves in every way possible. This is not the language of mutual

understanding and tolerance but the language of single direction assimilation whereby

newcomers are expected to conform to the norms of the established residents. “They” must

change, not “us”. Desegregation is therefore viewed in highly asymmetrical terms whereby

change only occurs in the direction of the presumed normality of whites.

In most cases integration and the creation of the “whole” means “others becoming like us”
(assimilation), where the dominant culture decides on whose terms integration will occur,
thus perpetuating the inequalities and injustices which transformation seeks to remove
(Smith, 1995). (quoted in Oelofse 1996: 276)

Young’s definition of an unoppressive city was one which was characterised by “openness

to unassimilated otherness” (Harvey 1993: 16). On the basis of the evidence presented here,
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many white people can be said to display openness only to assimilated otherness, or

otherness reformed so that it is no longer in conflict with the hegemony’s social rules, and

in this sense the suburb remains oppressive. Black and Indian people are not welcome if

they choose to practice ways of life which do not accord with western norms and values,

such as being agents of any kind of degradation (i.e. having untidy or poorly maintained

properties), disruption (noise), or practising traditional (backwards, barbaric) customs.

 The views expressed in this chapter support, once again, the broader argument of this

thesis that white people’s self perceptions are linked to their perceptions of their

surroundings. Neighbourhoods can play the role of affirming one’s identity which I have

been classifying as broadly civilised, western and first world. However, neighbourhoods

can also undermine that identity when certain new people and behaviour do not fit in with

established residents’ sense of themselves. People must be “up to standard”, they must “fit

in with the culture”, and they must refrain from “traditional” practices that do not belong in

the suburb.



7 

Conclusion: Living with Strangers

Looking back the strangest thing about my African childhood is that it wasn’t really
African at all. It was a more or less generically Western childhood, unfolding in
generic white suburbs where almost everyone subscribed to Life and Reader’s Digest,
and to the generic Western verities they upheld. Our heads turned to the north like
flowers to the sun, towards where the great white mother culture lay. Our imaginary
lives were rooted there, not in this strange place, where Zionists danced on Thursdays
and rain washed the red earth of Africa into the streets. (Malan 1990: 62)

The intention of this thesis, as outlined in the Introduction, was to explore the ways in

which urban desegregation impacts on white people’s understanding of their identity. This

task was approached, firstly, through a detailed discussion of the nature of identity and the

role of space in shaping identities (Chapter 2). Secondly, the history of racialised identity

frameworks in South Africa was reviewed in Chapter 3. Thereafter, the empirical chapters

(4, 5 and 6) examined samples of interview and newspaper discourse on white responses to

street traders, squatters and black middle class residents of suburbs.

At a broad level, the thesis attempted to respond to calls for the analysis of the role of

space and identity in understanding segregation in South Africa (Crush 1992: 12, de la Rey

1997; Norval 1990: 139; Robinson 1998: 533). I focused empirically on the host of

concerns expressed by white people about the presence of people in cities who would

previously have been regulated and removed. The empirical material is able to support three

broad conceptual conclusions. First, one of the reasons why white people are concerned

about desegregation is that it affects the relationship between identity and space. Whereas

cities and neighbourhoods were once identity-affirming they are increasingly identity-

disturbing. Second, whereas concerns about racial mixing were once addressed through

segregation, they are now largely expressed in the language of assimilation. Superficially

this appears be a progressive shift in which other races are welcomed into previously

exclusive areas. However, upon closer examination this shift is revealed to be just as

concerned about the “character” of the city or neighbourhood as segregation ever was,

precisely as a result of the dependence of many whites on a specific sense of place for their

identity. Third, although concerns about desegregation are an important feature of white
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perceptions of society, they are by no means the complete determinant of the white

experience and, for that matter, are not limited to whites alone.

With these broad points in mind, the task of this Conclusion is to trace the relationship

between white identity and urban space, the resulting concerns about desegregation, the

discourses used to problematise desegregation, and alternative discourses that move beyond

the dislike of desegregation. Returning to the work of Bauman, outlined in Chapter 2, I

argue that it is useful to apply his idea of “strangers” – which refers to Others who have

entered our space – to South Africa. Bauman defines Strangers as Others who cannot be

dealt with either by expulsion or assimilation:

The stranger undermines the spatial ordering of the world – the fought-after co-ordination
between moral and topographical closeness, the staying together of friends and the
remoteness of enemies. The stranger disturbs the resonance between physical and psychical
distance: he is physically close while remaining spiritually remote. He brings into the inner
circle of proximity the kind of difference and otherness that are anticipated and tolerated
only at a distance – where they can be either dismissed as irrelevant or repelled as hostile.
(Bauman 1991: 60)

Bauman continues in 1993:

The strangeness of the strangers ceases to be a temporary breach of the norm and a curable
irritant. Strangers stay and refuse to go away (though one keeps hoping that they will, in
the end) – while, stubbornly, escaping the net of local rules and thus remaining strangers.
(Bauman 1993: 151).

Along with Bauman’s idea of strangers, I make use of the closely related ideas of “the

uncanny”, “ambivalence” and “heterotopia” to interpret the dissonance experienced by

some as a result of the presence of Others in former white space. Literature on “dirt” and

“filth” helps us to understand these discourses as perceptions of people being out-of-place.

Finally, I also return to the work of Frankenberg whose identification of “essentialist

racism”, “colour evasiveness” and “race cognizance” offers a powerful model for

understanding the linguistic repertoire of white South Africans. Through this discursive

structure it is possible to see negative responses to urban change not as a property of

whiteness but one discourse amongst the many people have available to draw upon.

Although not dominant, evidence of “race cognizance” suggests that people do not

unquestioningly reproduce conservative ideologies and there is critical engagement with

“received” thinking.

As Malan reminds us in the quote above, the problem for white people living in Africa

is that if they choose for themselves a “civilised and western” identity, it is at odds with the

identity they have given the African continent, which is “uncivilised and barbaric”. This

perception of Africa and Africans as inferior resulted from the idea that Europeans were

biologically and culturally superior and was expressed in a variety of discourses (outlined
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above on page 105) all of which constructed fundamental differences between colonisers

and others. Notwithstanding the importance placed by Afrikaners on their connectedness

with the African land, European settlers and their descendants have developed an identity

that derives not from the place where they settled, but from Europe, or more vaguely the

West, which were positioned as superior. The place of settlement had to be converted

before it was compatible with a “civilised and western” identity. In particular, colonialists

had to neutralise the effects of “uncivilised and barbaric” people that populated the land.

There were two divergent solutions.1 On the one hand, humanitarian missionaries and

colonialists took the view that the inferiority of other races was not fixed, and could be

remedied through a programme of education in the ways of being civilised. The implication

of this assimilationist approach was that, once civilised, these races would become

compatible with the white population. On the other hand, more conservative colonialists

believed that it was dangerous to meddle with the hierarchy of races and the inferiority of

non-Europeans was to be reinforced rather than weakened. The implication of the

segregationist path was that uncivilised races were to remain incompatible with civilised

Europeans and therefore needed to be kept separate from “white civilisation”.

These two paths, then, constitute much of the linguistic repertoire through which

whites have understood social difference and spatial difference in South Africa. It was

argued in Chapter 3 that while assimilationism was prominent in the mainstream politics of

the nineteenth century, especially in the “liberal Cape”, segregationism became the

preferred path after the Union of South Africa in 1910 amongst the newly united Afrikaans

and English white population. Threatened by the emergence of an English-speaking,

Western-dressed black elite, and by a large black workforce in cities, white legislators

began to confront what they saw as “the native problem”. The solution was a system that

would reinforce black “backward” ruralism and white “civilised” urbanism. This

segregationist drive culminated in the ideology of apartheid, which sought to achieve what

Bauman, speaking generically, describes as the close correlation of social space and

physical space in many “modern” western countries (Bauman 1993: 150). In South Africa,

cities were posited as the centres of civilisation and progress, a claim that was made

possible not only by virtue of the presence of the supposedly civilised (white) people that

lived there, but also by the exclusion of “uncivilised people”. When it was useful to allow

the latter into cities, this was done under strictly controlled conditions in which they were

regulated, tracked, and made to leave once they became redundant. Contact between races

                                                
1 Although extermination was a third solution advocated and practiced by some, it was never viable given
the resistance offered by indigenous groups, their large populations, and their usefulness as cheap labour.
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was minimised and parts of the city were zoned as race specific areas. The significance of

the exclusion of other groups from white areas is that these groups were denied “normative

influence” (Bauman 1991: 66) over “white” spaces, thereby securing these spaces as

civilised, modern and western. White spaces “stood out from the rest of social space for the

absence of strangers, and hence the satisfying, secure fullness of normative regulation”

(Bauman 1993: 151). It was through exclusion that whites felt they could contend that they

lived in civilised, modern, first world cities.

In the post-apartheid South African city, social and physical distances are no longer so

carefully co-ordinated. Like and unlike can now mix in close social proximity bringing

previously hidden others right into the heart of “our” cities and suburbs. In the post-racial

atmosphere, some of these “new” people who were “upwardly mobile” were assimilated

into the “first world” areas of the city on the assumption that they could conform to the

norms of the area. Therefore, although liberal assimilationism appears progressive in its

willingness to accommodate other races, it is in fact based on the elite’s right to define the

direction of assimilation – thereby waging further campaigns against otherness not by

removing it but reforming it. The tactic of assimilation was intended to preserve the broad

character of former white areas. The market functioned as a filter to ensure that only other

western, middle class kinds of people gain access to white areas. Yet, Chapter 6 has shown

that white people’s ability to regulate the behaviour of suburban newcomers and command

their conformity to certain standards is limited. These newcomers, at times, choose to “do

their own thing”, bringing their “traditional culture” into suburbs through practices such as

ritual cattle slaughter. In doing so, the black middle class are choosing to have independent

“normative influence” and define neighbourhoods for themselves, thereby appropriating the

right to characterise and alter established residents’ sense of place. In Box 17, page 243, we

saw this clearly demonstrated by a resident who said that “He did not disagree with the

cultural slaughtering but felt it should not be inflicted on everyone in the area.” He stated

that “a Zulu kraal is the appropriate place for this and not suburban Durban.” These

statements are underpinned by an acute sense of where events such as cattle slaughter

belong and this resident clearly felt these practices did not belong in “suburban Durban”. It

was their transgressive presence within the heart of the suburb – not the country – that

provoked deep discomfort. As another resident stated, this practice made one feel “out of

kilter” (page 229). The presence of these events in the neighbourhood weakens any claims

that “we are civilised”, “we are First World”, and “we are Western”.

The misbehaving black middle class, furthermore, are the least of the worries of those

who wish to preserve the character of what were formerly declared “white areas”. Groups

such as squatters and street traders have had a truly dramatic impact on white people’s
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experience of the city and, in turn, their understanding of identity. Street traders and

squatters, by definition, do not need to be able to afford the market value of the land they

occupy as they usurp the market’s role in regulating space. Here, Bauman’s notion of

“strangers”, outlined above, is useful for describing the sometimes hostile reception by

established residents of traders and squatters. Squatters, vagrants, street traders are all

“strangers” in that they have thrust themselves into former white spaces such as CBDs and

suburbs and are no longer as easily expelled as they would have been in the past. Having

gone from a largely irrelevant population group in the daily activities of most whites due to

their invisibility and absence, they are now an eminently relevant group, highly visible and

impossible to ignore. These strangers have ensconced themselves in cities and alongside

suburbs, refusing to conform to white expectations of those spaces. “They” have

commandeered “our” space for their own use and are doing so on their own terms. To add

to their impertinence, strangers claim to be the objects of responsibility, equal citizens of

the city deserving of rights, welfare and space. They act, in other words, as if they were

friends or legitimate neighbours.

The perceived threat posed by strangers is not only their power to invade and occupy

specific spaces but also their ambivalent position within the city more generally. By

refusing either to leave or conform strangers expose the failure of the opposition between

friend and enemy, a binary that is no longer appropriate but upon which “our” sense of

order depends (Bauman 1991: 59). This powerfully undermines hegemonic control and

“resistance to definition sets the limit to sovereignty, to power, to the transparency of the

world, to its control, to order” (Bauman 1991: 9). Strangers become both literal

manifestations and symbolic representations of the chaos and deterioration of society and

become

... the gathering point for the risks and fears which accompany cognitive spacing. They
epitomize the chaos which all social spacing aims staunchly yet vainly to replace with
order, and unreliability of the rules in which the hopes of replacement have been invested.
If only they could be confined to the outer fringes of social space, perhaps the outsiders
could take all the rest of ambivalence, scattered all over the place, with them.  (Bauman
1993: 162)

When strangers transgress boundaries into places where they “do not belong”, a variety of

discourses of displacement come into play. As Cresswell notes, “[m]etaphors of ill health

(disease, infection, plague, epidemic) are often used to label people and activities as deviant

and ‘out-of-place’” (Cresswell 1997: 337). Sarah’s revulsion at the city centre and the street

traders within it exemplifies this (see page 142 above). Her disgust at change in the city is

bound up with the arrival of street traders, the filth of the city, and the transformation of the

city into “downtown Lagos”, to her a mythical place (she doesn’t know where it is) that
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embodies “appalling” conditions. To successfully attach the label of “filth” to undesirable

people not only discredits them as people but underlines their out-of-placeness. Groups such

as street traders and squatters become “both the mechanism for producing waste and the

result” and “the two become indistinguishable” (Young 1990: 99 quoted in Cresswell 1997:

340). The transgression of others, then, into previously forbidden space has generated a

sense of “ambivalence” and therefore “anxiety” (Bauman 1991). Squatter settlements, and

indeed the city centre, are now what Bauman describes as spaces that are “either normless

or marked with too few rules to make orientation possible” (Bauman 1993: 153). Spaces

that once generated a reassuring sense of white achievement are now experienced as

“uncanny” or “heterotopic”, ways of describing the “unsettling juxtapositions of

incommensurate ‘objects’ which challenge the way we think, especially the way our

thinking is ordered” (Hetherington 1997: 42, also see Gelder and Jacobs, 1995; Wilton,

1998). The management and avoidance of ambivalence, heterotopia, and the uncanny have

defined white approaches to governance throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Since white rule ended in 1994, it appears to some that the objective of order has been

abandoned by the state. The Keightleys (Box 5, page 167) and Caren (page 189) express

“anger” at the government for failing to deal with the arrival of squatters in the early 1990s

– a function that the state was so adept at fulfilling in the past. The fears experienced by

whites today are similar to those of the past; the main difference is that the state no longer

shares and organises against them, thereby producing a level of privatised fear (cf. Bauman

1992: xviii). Past ideologies might have been morally unjustifiable but at least they had a

conviction of purpose and a clear direction to which whites could relate:

While there is no nostalgia for either communism or Apartheid, there is a nostalgia for the
certainties, however grim, that each offered. What both communism and Apartheid offered
were a promise of the future unfolding and a sense of historical majesty that goes with any
nationalist narrative, especially when this is a period of promise (if not the reality) of a
rationally administered state. (Thornton 1996: 138)

South African cities have fundamentally altered since the end of apartheid. The arrival

of black, Indian and coloured people in areas from which they were previously excluded

appears, in quantitative terms, to result in desegregation. Whereas white people historically

did not have to see squatters and low cost housing, market trading, and vagrants, they are

now confronted with these urban phenomena as they gaze from their home, office and car

windows. The result, then, is a degree of alienation and displacement, which prompts the

avoidance of areas where people feel they lack control and the attempt to find spaces within

which control can be adequately maintained. Quite simply, home no longer feels like home.

One speaker at a Conservative Party rally lamented that “we have to live behind walls, bars,



Desegregating Minds, Chapter 7 262

and razor wire. I feel like a stranger in my own fatherland” (Schutte 1995: 113). Therefore,

although cities are now “open” to all races, the “spirit” of apartheid remains in many ways.

Although different groups are physically within one another’s proximity, the middle class

continues to avoid social contact with the much poorer black masses. Through privatisation

of residential, retail and occupational spaces, the “underclass” is kept at bay. The fantasy –

sometimes implemented – of a fence around one’s neighbourhood, beach and even park is

the expression of the desire to control these spaces so that access may be regulated. Crime,

both real and imagined, provides the justification to avoid areas where one lacks direct

control (i.e. public space). A sense of control can only be achieved within private spaces

such as the home, the gated community, the office park and the mall. To the extent that

people can mobilise resources to manage these fears on their own, by moving out of the

CBD to secure privatised spaces, they do.

Having outlined this set of concerns held by whites and summarised the spatial

practices they deploy in response to them it is, however, inadequate to simply conclude that

“apartheid lives on”. I have made use of interpretations by Bauman, Cresswell, Jacobs,

Gelder and Hetherington as I believe them to be useful ways of unpacking the hostile

responses by some whites to urban desegregation. Yet this is not the sum total of whiteness

or white responses to desegregation. Also, negative responses are not limited to whites

alone. Although they were not presented here, many reactionary views of street traders and

squatters have been expressed in newspapers by Indians and middle class black people.

While the white racist is an easily recognisable image of South Africa, we have seen in this

thesis that white people cannot be caricatured simply as products of Verwoerdian ideology

mindlessly reproducing past racism whether explained as material greed or psychological

disorder. One of the key contributions of this research has been to explore what it means to

assert in the South African context that white identity is a social construction that is

achieved through people’s discursively articulated understanding of themselves. I have

argued that racial segregation was the product of a range of ways in which white people

believed racial mixing was problematic, and have suggested that explanations need to move

beyond simple notions of material interest or the psychological pathology of “racism”. To

have framed segregationist programmes in these terms would have drawn from “traditional”

views of the self (see Chapter 2) as a relatively uncomplicated stable core determined by

identifiable variables such as economic interest or psychological dysfunction. The decision

to favour discursive analysis has enabled a more dynamic understanding of white responses

to the changing contexts in which they find themselves. White people draw from a

“linguistic repertoire” which constitutes the range of discursive modes through which the

city can be understood.
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To apply Frankenberg (1993) in this context, the key strands of this repertoire were

“essentialist racism” (or what I have been calling “segregationism”) “colour evasiveness”

(which is associated with “assimilationism”), and “race cognisance” which questions the

racial hierarchy implicit in both segregationism and assimilationism. I have argued that

from the 1980s mainstream white thinking shifted from segregationism to assimilationism.

This is not to say that there was ever an exclusive focus on either, but that dominant

discourse did alter its character in response to apartheid’s crisis of legitimacy in its final

decades. From the 1980s, race was no longer the umbrella concept used by the government

to summarise its framework of differentiation and was replaced by a broad division between

western modernity and the undeveloped Third World. For Norval, the “conception of white

identity had become less important than the notion of a system, a way of life, which linked

SA to the ‘free West’” (Norval 1990: 146). The white hegemony began to allow for the

possibility that some non-white people, with sufficient education, development and

acculturation into western ways of life, had the potential to become modern and civilised

and could therefore be assimilated into the western, first world, developed section of the

population. This acceptance was conditional upon the conformance of these assimilated

groups to the culture, norms and standards laid down by the “host” white group. It was in

this way, that segregationist ideology adapted away from orthodox apartheid towards a

discourse not as easily identifiable as “racist.”

The advent of “colour evasiveness” and “race denial” has left a variety of discursive

elements that used previously to hang on the framework of essentialist racism (page 105)

without a monolithic structure. This does not mean, however, that they have disappeared.

Rather, descriptors such as “third world”, “traditional”, “African”, “barbaric”, “cruel”,

“uncivilised”, “immoral”, “polluting”, “criminal” that once acted in support of an over-

arching idea of racial hierarchy have become “free floating”. This enables conservative

ideologies to operate under the guise of non-racism. This has happened not because race

became “less important” but rather because racial discourses are discredited and no longer

hold the power of justifying separation. People pre-empt the accusation of racism by

professing colour blindness as in “I don’t mind what colour you are”, yet the intention

behind the qualifier “as long as you are of the same standard” remains the same. While non-

whites would be accepted, they would only be admitted if they made themselves acceptable

as defined by white people. To put it bluntly, other groups are welcome to join white ranks

if they are prepared and able to be “civilised”.

Yet the possibility of assimilation remains, for some whites, uncertain. Liberal

pessimism originates from the pervasive fear that many Others did not benefit from

“civilisation” as a result of apartheid’s intentional deprivation of adequate education. Martin
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expressed repeated concern that “we’ve lagged in not educating” black people, not only in

terms of school education but also in terms of culture (see page 149). The badness of

apartheid was not so much its brutality but denial of opportunities for black people to learn

from whites. The lack of contact between groups had prevented the acculturation of black

people and this is seen to present the greatest threat to the “new South Africa”. These

people are seen to have tragically remained backwards and inferior, incompatible with

civilisation and modernity.

The white experience in South Africa is the product of an astonishing history of

attempts to implement the logical extreme point of the western binary approach to social

difference. This group provides a fascinating microcosm of global inequality and social

divergence between rich and poor. White South Africans are not unlike many other

privileged groups in the world who seek an uninterrupted path towards a comfortable first

world suburban lifestyle. Located in South Africa, however, this group’s path towards this

ideal is frequently interrupted by uncertain property values, strange noises, sights, smells,

and by dangers and threats. For some, the importance of the West as a normative centre, and

indeed a physical escape route, remains paramount in the face of the “third world creeping

in” (see Laura page 137). Optimists pin their hopes on the reinstatement of first world

conditions while pessimists despair at the apparent impossibility of this ever being

achieved.

Yet, within this apparently cynical moment is the potential for a racial reconstruction of

whiteness that transcends belief in a hierarchy between first world and third world; the West

and Africa; white and black. For each set of discourses that described urban desegregation

as deterioration, the empirical material showed other discourses that celebrated the arrival

of street traders, respected African cultural practice, that highlighted animal cruelty in the

West, and that recognised the social inequality produced by apartheid. The choice by some

to use these discourses represents a shift towards what Mouffe calls, “an identity which can

accommodate otherness, which demonstrates the porosity of its frontiers and opens up

towards that exterior which makes it possible” (1995: 265). It is important to emphasise

similarities as the basis for alliance formation (Harvey 1996: 360; Rorty 1989: 192). The

search for similarities establishes the possibility of common ground, an analogy and spatial

practice which contrasts with territories possessed by the established who keep outsiders at

bay. Thus, urban spaces may move from being spaces of avoidance or assimilation to

spaces of engagement. If transgression unsettles established identities, the massive extent of

transgression in post-apartheid South African cities provides the opportunity of confronting

old boundaries. As much as physical proximity has brought social differences into sharp

relief, this trend also offers the opportunities for engagement, for increasing knowledge
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about others and thus the erosion of perceptions of Otherness (Bauman 1993: 113, 148;

Sibley 1995: 28; Wilton 1998: 181). White people are not racist “by nature” or by virtue of

their identity as white. Arguments from Sue (page 151) and Jeff (page 236) amongst others

demonstrate a critical engagement with other white people who judge urban newcomers.

Barry (page 97) illustrates Frankenberg’s notion of “race cognisance” in which he does not

subscribe to the “truth” of racism but also does not deny its relevance as a social

construction. He explains, rather, that his outlook is mediated by his background as a South

African which is inevitably imbued with racial thinking. Having acknowledged that to

himself and others, he can then confront the racial constructions that are inevitably a part of

his thoughts.

Herein lies the importance of avoiding the judgement of “racism”. As we saw

demonstrated by the HRC’s summons of the Mail and Guardian to testify at racism in the

media hearings, accusations of racism tend to be met with denial and a failure to

acknowledge and confront the importance of race. People who think of themselves as

ideologically progressive, such as the editors of the Mail and Guardian, do not want to be

bundled with apartheid through suggestions that race has an influence on their actions. The

HRC’s attempt to overcome this by identifying the category of “subtle” and “subliminal”

racism apparently failed to demonstrate to the media that race might influence journalistic

and editorial decisions. As long as race consciousness remains taboo – a crime of which one

is guilty or innocent – people will be pushed towards a “colour evasive” discourse in which

they fail to acknowledge to themselves and others that race informs the way they think. A

shift in mindset towards “race cognisance” would be essential in moving from a position

where “race doesn’t matter” to a position where race is seen to be important but a product of

oppressive historical structures.

A reconstructed whiteness will have to abandon the idea of progress as a march

towards some notion of civilisation and modernity, and will have to adopt a notion of

progress as the reduction of social inequality, the alleviation of suffering, and the ability to

engage with others. For minds to be desegregated, South Africans will need to accept the

permanent presence of different kinds of people in their midst, to recognise the structures

that advocated segregation, and seek out ways of learning to communicate. Only then will it

be possible to overcome the legacy of apartheid – a system that prevented generations of

people from getting to know one another.
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Appendix: The Fieldwork Process

This Appendix provides supplementary information to Section 2.3 “Implications for

Epistemology”, above, on the various field techniques deployed for the collection and

coding of primary material.

Data on the Berea

The following tables were calculated from the “SA Explorer” database produced by the

Municipal Demarcation Board and based on census and election data. “Berea South” is a

combination of: Umbilo, Glenwood, University, Congella, Bulwer and West Ridge data;

while “Berea North” is a combination of Musgrave, Essenwood, Windermere and

Morningside data.

Table 2: 1996 Census Data on the Berea: Demographics

Berea South Berea North Berea Total Durban

No. of Households 15,727 21,815 37,542 646,918

No. of People 44,879 52,494 97,373 2,751,193

T
o
ta

l

People per hhold 2.85 2.41 2.59 4.25

African 11,961 26.7% 9,260 17.6% 21,221 21.8%  1,737,955 63.2%

Coloured 1,320 2.9% 816 1.6% 2,136 2.2%     73,619 2.7%

Indian 2,240 5.0% 3,686 7.0% 5,926 6.1%   599,155 21.8%

White 28,923 64.4% 38,263 72.9% 67,186 69.0%   316,332 11.5%

R
a

c
e

Other 435 1.0% 469 0.9% 904 0.9%    24,132 0.9%

Male 21,504 47.9% 23,257 44.3% 44,761 46.0%  1,339,881 48.7%

G
e
n

Female 23,330 52.0% 29,204 55.6% 52,534 54.0%  1,409,929 51.2%

5-19 7,652 17.9% 7,585 15.1% 15,237 16.4%   259,025 13%

20-29 10,387 24.4% 10,511 21.0% 20,898 22.5%   585,889 30%

30-49 12,591 29.5% 15,116 30.1% 27,707 29.9%   746,470 38%

50-64 6,032 14.1% 7,790 15.5% 13,822 14.9%   240,256 12%

Over 65 5,211 12.2% 8,113 16.2% 13,324 14.4%   114,922 6%

A
g

e

Age Unknown 758 1.8% 1,055 2.1% 1,813 2.0%    30,928 2%

(Source: SA Explorer, Municipal Demarcation Board)
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Table 3: 1996 Census Data on the Berea: Employment

Berea South Berea North Berea Total Durban

Employed 19,568 91.9% 26,493 96.3% 46,061 94.4%   798,396 67.6%

Unemployed 1,727 8.1% 1,007 3.7% 2,734 5.6%   382,182 32.4%

Total 21,295 100% 27,500 100% 48,795 100% 1,180,578 100%

(Source: SA Explorer, Municipal Demarcation Board)

Table 4: 1996 Census Data on the Berea: Occupation1

Berea South Berea North Berea Total Durban

Senior Management 1,517 9.3% 2,634 12.0% 4,151 10.9%   31,863 4.9%

Professional 3,816 23.5% 4,840 22.0% 8,656 22.6%   76,963 11.9%

Technical 2,910 17.9% 3,861 17.6% 6,771 17.7%   59,288 9.1%

Clerks 2,356 14.5% 2,825 12.9% 5,181 13.6%   69,046 10.6%

Service Related 1,479 9.1% 2,005 9.1% 3,484 9.1%   67,657 10.4%

Skilled 192 1.2% 317 1.4% 509 1.3%    9,143 1.4%

Craft and Trade 1,421 8.7% 1,347 6.1% 2,768 7.2%  100,176 15.4%

Plant Machine 362 2.2% 308 1.4% 670 1.8%   72,868 11.2%

Elementary 2,194 13.5% 3,841 17.5% 6,035 15.8%  161,482 24.9%

Totals 16,247 100.0% 21,978 100.0% 38,225 100.0% 648,486 100.0%

(Source: SA Explorer, Municipal Demarcation Board)

Table 5: Racial Composition of Major Cities, 1996 Census

Durban Johannesburg Cape Town Port Elizabeth

African 1,737,955 63.2% 1,853,220  70.2%  644,229  25.1% 538,133  55.5%

Coloured 73,619 2.7%  171,614  6.5% 1,240,033  48.4% 235,992  24.3%

Indian 599,155 21.8%  96,835  3.7%  37,924  1.5%  11,100  1.1%

White 316,332 11.5%  492,303  18.7%  543,696  21.2%  173,548  17.9%

Other 24,132 0.9%  25,138  1.0%  97,730  3.8%  10,998  1.1%

Total 2,751,193 100.0% 2,639,110  100.0% 2,563,612  100.0%  969,771  100.0%

(Source: SA Explorer, Municipal Demarcation Board)

Interviews with Berea Residents

The Sample: There is no easy guide as to how many respondents are “adequate” for

research such as this. The legacy of scientific-realist method creates an impulse to interview

as many people as possible in the belief that the larger the sample, the more generalizable

the results. In the current post-empiricist climate, however, researchers tend to be more

concerned with in-depth study, which accepts a more limited number of interviews. The old

                                                
1 This table was calculated excluding “unknown”, “under 15” and “NA” categories.



Desegregating Minds, Appendix 268

sampling guidelines are therefore no longer conveniently available to provide reassurance

that enough interviews have been conducted and new guidelines are frustratingly open. For

example, Kvale glibly proclaims “Interview as many subjects as necessary to find out what

you need to know” (1996: 101). Slightly more helpful is the notion of a “saturation point”

or a point of “diminishing returns”, where there is a decreasing amount of new discourse

yielded by ongoing interviews (Alasuutari 1995: 38, Kvale 1996: 102). Similarly within

grounded theory, the sample size is not decided “dogmatically in advance” but will “depend

on how well confirmed the emerging theory is” (Layder 1993: 20).

The main difference between extensive (quantitative) and intensive (qualitative) research is

the mode of analysis. As we have established, quantitative research is concerned with

frequencies and relationships between variables. Analysis is seldom drawn from a single

questionnaire and only made from aggregated data. With qualitative research, on the other hand,

analysis is frequently made with reference to single extracts from interviews that are closely

examined. Therefore the volume of transcript material is important since too much can mean

that analysis is superficial or incomplete. Kvale (1996: 179) advises that 1000 pages of

transcript, corresponding to between 30 and 40 hours of interview, is generally too much to

analyse in a meaningful way. The job will be done superficially and possibly not completed at

all. How many interviews are generally appropriate then? Kvale suggests that many current

interview based studies range from 5 to 25 interviews (1996: 102).2 A total of 45 resident-

interviews were conducted for this research. This excludes a further 15 interviews with

representatives of organisations, which will be explained below and it also excludes two cases

where residents were visited on more than one occasion. Eleven of the resident interviews were

with more than one person, which means that the total number 59 residents were interviewed

during the 45 interviews. However, not all of these were utilised during the coding phase. Seven

tapes had poor quality recordings making complete transcription difficult or impossible.

Discounting these, a total of 38 resident-interviews representing 46 residents were available for

analysis.

                                                
2 By way of comparison, Wetherell and Potter (1992) interviewed 81 people in a study on white New
Zealanders and racism, and these were subjected to detailed discourse analysis. However it is worth
noting that they had three transcribers, and presumably the two authors conducted the interviews, which
again suggests that a sample of that order might be unrealistic for a one-researcher project. Frankenberg
(1993) interviewed 30 women in California on whiteness and identity, usually over two visits lasting
three to eight hours in total. May (1995) interviewed just six people visited over a number of repeat visits,
but these six people were drawn from a larger sample of people previously interviewed.
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Box 19: Sample Mail Drop

Dear Resident September 1997

Living in the New South Africa

Would you be interested in spending some time talking about your experiences of living in this area, and your

opinions of the New South Africa? I am a research student at the University of Wales, Swansea, in the United

Kingdom. I am a South African and I completed my first degree at the University of Natal in 1994. I am writing a

thesis on the way people in former white areas feel about the New South Africa and their position in it. As part of this

research, I would like to hold one-to-one discussions with residents of the Berea (like yourself) about:

• Your background.

• Your experiences of living in the greater Berea area.

• What you feel about the city and province you live in.

• Your comments on the transition in South Africa.

Please note that I am interested in talking to people of all “races”, even though the focus is on “white identity.”

These topics may be adequately covered in a once off discussion. I can meet you at a time and place which suits you

(e.g. at your home after work or on the weekend). A small amount of compensation is available on request. Note that

the research is for academic and not commercial purposes.

Conditions:

Your commitment: There is no commitment from you, and at any stage (even in the middle of a session) you can

ask that we end the discussion.

Anonymity: Ultimately I will want to use what you say in the thesis and possibly publications, but I can guarantee

that it would be used independently of your name, and we can take steps to safeguard your identity (see letter of

introduction on reverse side of this page).

I realise that I am not asking an easy favour, but I believe that peoples’ experiences of the New South Africa are

highly under-researched, and your participation would be greatly appreciated. I would also hope that you would enjoy

discussing your perceptions about our new society, which you might not necessarily have thought about in depth

before.

If you know of anyone else who might be willing to participate (including others in your family), please pass this on

to them, even if you are not able to participate yourself.

Please complete the attached card and drop it in the post as soon as possible.

Yours sincerely

Richard Ballard

Address: 9 Ipiti Road, Kloof, 3610; Phone/fax: (031) 7642190; E-mail: ballard@cis.co.za

Willing candidates for interviews were identified by means of a mail drop to their

homes. The mail drop consisted of an explanatory letter, a letter of introduction from the
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Head of Department at Swansea and a stamped reply postcard (see Appendix on p. 266).3

Mail drops did not take place arbitrarily but were targeted according to one of two criteria.

First, I identified some neighbourhoods associated with interesting or contentious issues

(e.g. the “black” taxi rank that sprang up on Ridge road, and the “trouble” at the park, a

squatter settlement nearby, etc) from a scan of the previous three years of the Berea Mail (a

local newspaper discussed further below). I conducted mail drops around these areas in the

hope of exploring opinion on these incidents further.4 Second, I went to the Durban town

planning offices to study their zoning map of the Berea as local town planning by-laws on

density would have implications for the income group able to live in an area. I therefore was

able to ensure that I targeted a variety of different housing types, as can be seen in the

following table.

Table 6: Distribution of Mail Drops Across Different Town Planning Zones in the Berea

Zoning Housing type E.g. 1996 1997 Total
Maisonette, Minimum plot
size 650 m2

High density
housing

In between Cowie and Currie,
Windmill Road 27 55 82

Maisonette, Minimum plot
size 900 m2

High density
housing

In between Essenwood and Currie
Roads, SW of Dbn Girls College 27 0 27

Special residential,
Minimum plot size 400 m

Municipal built
houses, 1920s

Robarts and Milner Roads
0 38 38

Special residential,
Minimum plot size 900 m2

Houses, Complexes Manor Gardens
8 42 50

General residential 1,
Minimum plot size 900 m2

Houses, flats,
complexes

Bellvue, Sydenham
70 0 70

General residential 2,
Minimum plot size 900 m2

Smaller old houses,
flats, complexes,

Lower Berea: Greyville, Botanic
gardens, Avondale 26 48 74

Total 158 183 341

Mail drops were preferred to “cold calling” given the amount of time that was being

demanded from respondents and the sensitivity of the topic. If the person agreed to an

interview it was because they chose to, and not because they were put on the spot by a

stranger at the door or on the phone. The letter enabled me to explain my research

objectives clearly after which the person could make a considered decision. The

consequence of this is that respondents were motivated and enthusiastic about participating

                                                
3 One problem with this technique was the inevitability of posting a letter in the post box of an Indian,
coloured or black person. I decided that the best solution was to invite any such people to participate in
research as well, saying that I was interested in their experiences of living in an area previously classified
as “white”. None, however, came forward.
4 See Fairclough’s selection strategy focusing on “moments of crisis” (1992: 230). Also see Arber’s
discussion of Glaser and Strauss’ idea of “theoretical sampling” (Arber 1993:74). Here the objective is to
locate strategic information about the topic, with a focus on exceptions and unusual cases which “refute
the hypothesis”.
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in the research. During the interview visit, I felt more like an invited guest than an uninvited

intruder, which was conducive to the much hoped for conversation format.5

Notwithstanding the advantage of mail drops, this technique does have the

disadvantage that the researcher surrenders control over the sample and may therefore not

be able to collect certain kinds of material. A total of 341 letters were dropped over the two

field sessions, meaning that it took about eight letters in order to get one willing household.

Arber (1993: 84) suggests five reasons for refusal to participate in a survey: (1) interest of

subject matter to respondent; (2) perceived importance of the study; (3) perceived

legitimacy of the study; (4) skill and persistence of researcher in following up; (5) cultural

difference. In this case, a sixth reason probably applies: the thought of an in depth interview

may seem daunting because of both time and emotional commitment. The detailed nature of

the letter made it clear that this would be a substantial exercise, and this itself may have

been off-putting to some.6 Despite the concerns that people with certain kinds of views may

be excluded due to the selection technique, the interviews did yield a wide variety of

discourses rather than one dominant type.

Rather than looking at the reasons why people did not participate, it is possibly more

useful to look at the reasons why people agreed to participate. The majority simply stated

that they were being helpful and realised that what I was trying to do was difficult and they

were willing to be of assistance. The dominant reason, therefore, was independent of

people’s political or other views. If they agreed to participate because they were interested

in the topic it was for a variety of reasons. Some were pessimistic about change and wanted

to talk about their fears and concerns, while others wanted to display their optimism.

Therefore, there was no dominant political reason why people agreed to do the interview.

Demographically, there were more women than men (35 women and 25 men), possibly a

reflection of who was more likely to pick up the mail first. I took care to ensure that a

variety of age groups were represented. Twelve retired people participated while fourteen

were under the age of 35. The majority of interviews, 27, were with people living in houses,

while ten lived in complexes (town houses, duplexes or simplexes) and eight lived in flats.

                                                
5 One exception was an occasion when I did phone someone on the basis of a referral. The person agreed
to an interview but the tone of the interview was very awkward initially.
6 During the first field session in 1996, I experimented with payment for respondents both as a way of
attracting respondents and compensating their time. It is difficult to tell what the impact of this was on the
response rate, on the “type” of person who responded, and even what was said during the interview. Only
two people accepted the payment (a nominal R30, about £5) and the others were embarrassed by the
offer, so it is possible that it had very little impact on the response rate. During the second field visit of
1997, then, I switched to handing out a box of chocolates at the end of each visit as a way of expressing
appreciation, but not as a way of attracting people.
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I decided to take a flexible approach on whether people wanted to be interviewed on

their own or with a family member or friend. Such interviews were extremely fruitful and

far closer to the desired “conversation format” than one on one interviews since I could

observe an exchange between, for example, a husband and wife without having to intervene

in the direction of the conversation too much. The result of this is that discourses that I

would not have been able to participate in sustaining in a one on one interview continued

far longer when two people support each other and develop their thoughts more fully (see

Alasuutari 1995: 82).

Content and format: During interviews, I made use of an interview guide which

structured the discussion around three broad themes outlined to the participant at the outset:

• Biographical background: In order to contextualise the person’s answers

biographically, I began each interview by asking participants to tell me where they were

“born and raised”, and to identify the key events and stages in their lives (marriage,

moving town, etc). This served to “break the ice” and for me to have some

understanding of the participants life history.

• Change in Durban: I then asked each participant to give their assessment of change in

Durban over the past decade (Late 1980s to late 1990s). If participants did not

spontaneously discuss certain issues related to urban change, I raised them explicitly,

including the arrival of street traders, squatters, racial mixing in suburbs, proposed

name changes of streets, cities, etc.

• Change in South Africa: Broadening the scale of focus, I asked participants whether

they agreed with the transition in South Africa and what they felt about it. I mentioned a

few of the key moments of the transition, like Mandela’s release in 1990, general

election in 1994 and local elections in 1996. I asked people about their political

orientations during these events and how they felt about the main parties in South

Africa (ANC, DP and IFP). We discussed symbolic elements of the transition (new flag,

anthem, monarchy in KwaZulu Natal, the 11 official languages). I asked people if they

liked living in South Africa and if they would prefer to live elsewhere. I concluded by

asking very simply what it meant for the participant to be a South African.

Although these interviews were conversational, there was a clear pattern and purpose to

discussion and an imbalance in the flow of conversation (Brenner 1985: 152). As far as

possible, I attempted to allow people the opportunity to raise the specific topics I was

interested in as a researcher by starting with general questions (Layder 1993: 136).

Typically I would introduce a theme, possibly through a broad question, and the participant

would respond with what many social scientists would call a narrative or story-like response
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(Kvale 1996: 28). Much of the time I would not have to say much for lengthily periods

while the participant articulated thoughts on a broad subject like “changes in the city and on

the Berea”. Often participants would spontaneously deal with the topics I was interested in

hearing about, like high-walls, the presence of street traders, taxis, and squatters, thus

requiring little intervention from me. This unsettled some of participants who became

annoyed with themselves for rambling on without me saying much thinking they were

wasting time. I had to reassure them otherwise. Once they had exhausted their thoughts on a

topic I would either probe aspects that had not been covered spontaneously or attempt to

formulate my interpretation of what a person had been saying to give them the opportunity

of correcting my understanding (Kvale 1996: 148). Being a white South African

interviewing others of that group has many advantages regarding communication, but it also

has the effect that people did not always explain themselves as thoroughly as they might.

Some of what they meant was left implied and unsaid, and I had to try to make these

thoughts explicit in words.

Some academics, especially feminists, argue against researchers distancing themselves

from their “subjects” in an attempt to be objective (England 1994, May 1993: 14, Pile 1991:

460). They also warn of the ethical implications of the exploitative nature of the “one-way

pseudo-conversation” arguing instead for a more open exchange between both participants

in the data producing event (Fontana and Frey 1994: 369). While I agree with this ideal, I

found it difficult and impractical to implement extensively, especially given the sensitivity

of some topics (also see Frankenberg 1993: 30). Participants were told at the outset that

they could ask questions about me, which occasionally happened. Generally my position as

“the researcher”, meant that I asked questions while the “respondents” gave me their

thoughts. Interviews are asymmetrical as a result of these widely understood roles (Kvale

1996: 126). Sometimes I would engage with people whose views were similar to my own

and there would be a more mutual exchange between us. When a participant expressed

views I did not agree with I found myself withdrawing and taking a less active, more

observational role. I would listen to a person expressing racist views, for example, and

respond by showing interest but without saying a word. My approach was to allow the

person to fully express their views, whether I disagreed with them or not. Notwithstanding

Back and Solomos’ concern (1993: 188) that silence legitimates racist ideas, taking only

this opportunity to debate with research participants would have served little purpose and

been selective on my part. It would have been disrespectful to invite myself into a person’s

home to hear their views, then proceed to disagree with them for an hour or more. Schutte

describes this predicament thus:
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“Through carefully managed silences, I censored my disagreements in order to maintain
rapport. I felt uncomfortable with my lack of intervention, but I had to maintain it until I
was finished with the fieldwork phase of the research”. (Schutte 1995: 6)

Informed consent and confidentiality: There are many ethical dimensions to this research

project. I will briefly refer to one these: the ethics of informed consent and confidentiality.

A central issue in research ethics is the honesty with which research participants are

obtained and engaged. The issue goes beyond the mere difference between covert and overt

investigation. The method of obtaining consent is itself difficult. A researcher may have the

consent of the participant, but would not have their blessing if they were sweet talked or

bullied into the interview. It would not be easy to say which would reveal the most useful

information. In a case where the prospective participant has maximum control over the

decision, their agreement to participate means that they are genuinely interested in doing so

because they had full opportunity to refuse. This would generate useful information because

the researcher has full co-operation of the participant. Although degrees of perseverance can

gain access to those who were not particularly keen to talk, I continue to be most

comfortable with passive requests where the interviewee is given the opportunity to decide

whether to participate without persuasion or even the pressure of a decision.

Of course, the degree to which prospective participants are “informed” about the nature

and possible consequences is also a critical ethical consideration. As Punch (1994: 89)

points out, “the concept of consent would seem to rule out covert research, but how

“honest” do you actually have to be about your research purpose?” The researcher’s options

range from supplying a copy of the research proposal, through revealing partial truths about

what is being investigated and how it will be used, to deliberate lying. The latter has been

legitimated by conflict methodology which argues that ethics do not apply when exposing

an unethical institution (Punch 1994: 91). The decision over the degree of openness depends

not only about how the research believes the prospective participant will respond and how

or if they should be made to respond (e.g. through trickery). It can also depend on the

researcher’s epistemological beliefs and the role of interviews in generating information.

Those concerned with objectivity would believe that to supply full research objectives and

questions would alert the participant to what the researcher is “looking for” and this would

predispose them to present themselves in a certain way. The constructivist school, many

feminists and others take the opposite view and argue that deception (including partial truth)

is counter to the objective of empowering participants and yields poorer information (Guba

and Lincoln 1989 quoted in Punch 1994: 90). While the second option is the one to which I

aspire, I realise that in practice a level of compromise may be necessary. As Punch puts it,

“One need not always be brutally honest, direct, and explicit about one’s research purpose,



Desegregating Minds, Appendix 275

but one should not normally engage in disguise” (1994: 91, also see Back and Solomos

1993: 189). In practice, then, I tended to be fairly vague about my theoretical approaches to

the topic and not always explicit about my own political leaning. I explained that the

research was about white identity and perceptions of the new South Africa.

Confidentiality was part of my assurance to research participants. On the whole, the

material is not “sensitive” in the sense that it would have political or other institutional

ramifications, and most people said they did not care whether their names were used.

Despite this, I reassured all in advance of their interview that their names would not be

used, both in writing in the initial letter of request and then again when I was turning on the

dictaphone. If the person knew that their statements could be traced back to them, they may

have expressed their views in a more tempered way. There is no need for anyone to know

the names of the respondents and I have used first name pseudonyms and altered personal

references within some transcripts. Many of the interview extracts that were eventually used

in this thesis were “deconstructed” in a critical way – and I did not want to embarrass the

people who had so generously agreed to undertake the interview.

Transcription and coding

Before it was possible to analyse interview material, it was necessary to take decisions on

the form in which that material is captured and prepared. I recorded interviews on a

dictaphone for the dual purposes of freeing me to concentrate on the interview, and of

recording the level of detail I required for subsequent analysis (Kvale 1996: 160). Having

generated a set of audio tapes, the material underwent a second stage of transformation

through transcription. A transcript, of course, is not the same thing as the original interview

since it includes some details and leaves others out (Kvale 1996: 165). Ricoeur (1971)

insisted that a transcribed conversation loses many aspects of the actual event, and

Fairclough argues “transcription necessarily imposes an interpretation on speech” (1992:

229). The level of detail that can be captured during transcription ranges from overview

summaries (recording the gist of what was said), through creating a verbatim record, to

details like the length of pauses and overlapping speech. Since my analysis did not focus on

the technical dynamics of conversation, it was not necessary to transcribe details of turn-

taking, pause lengths, and staggering (Alasuutari 1995: 44). Rather, since the purpose is to

study the way discourse is structured, transcripts needed to have sufficient verbatim detail

to conduct discourse analysis (Wooffitt 1993: 290). Following Potter and Wetherell’s

(1987: 165) insistence that the interviewer’s speech should be transcribed since they are
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constitutive of the response, this was included in the record. In all, 31 interviews were fully

transcribed, with the remainder being used directly from tape.

Box 20: Transcription Symbols

; used when a sentence is abandoned because the person starts again rearticulating the thought

differently, or changes direction. (my interpretation)

. Full stop before a word means an audible intake of breath

 [?] Utterances which cannot be made out at all

[Babanango?] Best guess only, word or spelling uncertain.

[~] Indistinct mutter, um, er, etc left out to clean up the transcript.

[ ] Something intentionally omitted

[What do you think]? Paraphrasing original

NOW Words louder than surrounding words are in capitals

now Words emphasised

(pause) Notable pauses

aaa Sound which is like “aaa”, a thinking pause, is written generally as “er”.

{mmm} Other speaker’s interruptions or comments

::: extension of previous vowel sound

¬ statement ends because other person has started speaking (interruption)

| The next speaker has started speaking at this point while the first continues

\ The first speaker who was talking while the second started has stopped at this point.

# Ignores last response and continues with previous thought.

Having converted the taped interviews into written documents, the next step was to

code them. Coding is a way of breaking down long conversations into a collection of

extracts on specific topics for easier access during interpretation (Alasuutari 1995: 13,

Wooffitt 1993: 291). It removes extracts from their conversational context, but this is an

inevitable result of wanting to discuss specific issues raised. Initially I attempted to use a

qualitative research computer package but found it inflexible and cumbersome. I found I

could organise my interviews by simply copying and pasting sections of transcript into topic

files in my word processor. Before coding an interview, I assigned a unique address to each

paragraph in the transcript. The address consisted of an interview number followed by the

paragraph number. This would allow me to locate the original interview and location of an

extract when working with it in a topic file. I also replaced all real names of residents with

pseudonyms at this stage. I then listened to each tape again while working through the

transcript. This second hearing also gave me a chance to correct transcription errors. As the

interview progressed through different topics, I copied and pasted relevant extracts into

topic files, which ultimately numbered about 50.
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Box 21: Coding Structure for Interview Material

Difference from (The process of othering)
• Blackness
• Afrikaans
• Indian
• Accents
• Black Friends
• Difference
• Education

Identification with (self-perception)
• Africa
• Afrikaners
• Britishness
• Christianity
• Expatriots
• SA Flag and Anthem
• South African-ness
• Sport
• Travel
• TV and Music
• Whiteness

Urban Change
• Black housing
• Black neighbours
• Character of Berea
• Name changes
• Other Cities (Comparison with)
• Other Suburbs (Comparison with)
• Services/utilities
• Squatters far (perception from a distance)
• Squatters near (residents who have squatters

nearby)
• Taxis
• The CBID
• Townships

Transformation
• Eleven official languages
• first world/third world distinctions
• Perceptions of Chaos
• Common Ground
• Crime and Violence
• Efficiencies/inefficiencies
• The Zulu Monarchy
• Opening up of the nation to the rest of the

world
• Politics (parties, government)
• Post apartheid society
• Solutions to social difficulties
• Perceptions of the transition
• Ulundi as the capital of KZN

Moral
• Perceptions of colonial influence
• Social Inequality
• Paternalism
• Perceptions of the wrongness of the past
• Whites as victims

Misc
• Gender
• Method

Some topic files had substantial extracts from all interviews, such as commentaries on the

transition, crime, the CBD, the future of South Africa, while others were less developed

because they were not the main focus of interviews (for example I put all references to

“sport” in one file). Sometimes the same extract would go to more than one topic file if it

applied to more several topics. The topic files contained all “views” on a particular issue.

Rather than having, say, one file for negative views of the street traders and one for positive

views, I put all extracts commenting on the CBD in a topic file called “town”. I then built

up an index at the start of the file which broke down the specific views. Each view has

listed after it the addresses of examples of that view in extracts pasted below the index,

along with newspaper articles and sometimes topic-related comments from readings. The

following is the index built up on discussions of the CBD, by way of example:
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Box 22: Sample Coding Guide Taken From “CBD” File

Town does not have nice old shops any more: 31.90
Town becoming black: 5.104, 15.73, 34.129, 35.52, 57.92
Avoidance of town
• Does not mind town: 35.232
• Tries to avoid town (convenience, parking, filth, litter, street traders, too busy): 5.106, 6.70, 8.149, 8.246,
11.153, 15.77, 15.235, 29.69, 31.92, 33.183, 34.167, 35.54, 36.61, 39.34, 57.85, 52.54
Crime
• Town seen as unsafe: 6.68, 11.153, 29.69: 36.63, 44.59, 57.92, 52.54
• Has been mugged: 52.54
• Crime/threat associated with street traders: 11.163, 44.59
Street traders/squatters
• Likes/doesn’t mind street traders: 9.132, 29.81, 35.56, 41.209
• Dislikes but feels they are necessary: 5.76, 7.132
• Feels street traders need to be controlled/relocated (note the theme of containment - Bauman 1993: 163):

5.76, 6.62, 15.73, 30.328, 31.100, 34.204, 35.56, 36.81
• Dislikes and feels street traders should go: 8.168
• Filth/litter/untidiness associated with street traders: 6.58, 8.149, 8.166, 8.176, 11.153, 15.73, 30.328, 31.98,

39.58, 52.313 BM28Apr95p3
• Hygiene concerns: 35.56, 52.313
• Street traders associated with Africa/ Thrid World: 6.88, 9.128, 30.338, 31.96
• Street traders taking away business from formal “legitimate” businesses: 6.90, 35.56, 36.81

The purpose of these indices at the start of each file was twofold: they allowed me to distil

out the range of possible views expressed on various topics, and to find some examples of

these views quickly.

Newspapers

Newspaper articles came from three sources:

First, a rich source of material specific to the research site was The Berea Mail, which is

a privately produced and freely distributed weekly newspaper that generates its revenue

from the sale of advertising space. The company that produces it also prints community

newspapers for other suburbs too, and is not actually based on the Berea. Surprisingly this

company does not keep publicly accessible back issues of its newspapers. However these

were available in the newspaper archives of the Durban City Hall. 7 I photocopied 168 Berea

Mail articles on urban change, including commentaries on (black) taxis encroaching onto

the Berea, squatters, vagrants, public spaces like parks, street traders, litter control, crime,

prostitution, and local government funding. The titles, dates and page numbers of the Berea

Mail articles were entered into an index of 31 keywords in order to guide retrieval at a later

point.

                                                
7 Apparently even this collection has now been destroyed and is no longer available.
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Second, I looked through the topic files in the Natal Newspapers library on “squatters”,

“African Custom” and “street traders”. Natal Newspapers is the company owning all

commercially available local newspapers in Durban such at The Mercury, The Daily News,

Saturday Independent, The Sunday Independent, The Sunday Tribune.8 I generally confined

my searches to post-1990 articles. Third, I made use of other national newspaper archives.

These included the microfiche archives in the University of Natal Malherbe library, which

provided a chronological cuttings service for all newspapers in South Africa, and the Mail

and Guardian online archive.

Institutional and organisational interviews

The third field strategy was to spend time getting to know relevant community

organisations, attending meetings and events and interviewing key representatives. Based

on my reading of local newspapers, I conducted the following interviews:

Table 7: Interviews with Key Figures and Organisational Representatives

Residents
associations Chrispin Hemson*

Former councillor and former chair of
the Berea Residents Association

27 Aug 1996

Charlotte Mbali
Chairperson of Greyville village
residents association

21 Sept 1996

Adrian van Schaik Berea Ratepayers Federation 17 Sept 1996
Dave Vincent
(telephonic)

Greater Manor Gardens Residents
Association

16 Sept 1996

Arthur Morris Chairman of the Civic Action League 18 Sept 1996
Anti-crime
organisation Dr Gordon Clow

Area Controller of the Silvervause
Neighbourhood Watch Association

20 Sept 1996

Hilton Nickson
Chairman of the Innes Road
Neighbourhood watch

23 Sept 1996

Inspector Reddy
(telephonic) Public relations, Mayville police station

19 Sept 1997

Politicians Sue Burrows DP councillor 11 Sept 1997
M. Ambler-Moore DP councillor 19 Sept 1996

1820 Settlers
Association

Margie Smith and Chris
Newton 1820 Settlers Association

16 Sept 1996

George Chadwick*
Historian and Associated with 1820
Settlers Association

23 Aug 1996

Architectural
Heritage Prof Brian Kearney* Heritage

13 Sept 1996

Trish Emmett*
Architect specialising in heritage
restoration

4 Sept 1997

Geoff Nichols* Environmental consultant 4 Sept 1997
Durban Metro Richard Dobson Project manager, Warwick Avenue

Renewal
August 2002

* Fully transcribed

                                                
8 While these are the newspapers that have white readerships, Natal Newspapers also owns The Post,
which has an Indian readership and Ilanga, which is a Zulu medium paper.
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1. Residents associations: The Berea residents association is now defunct but I did

interview its former chair during the first session of fieldwork. I also interviewed the

chairs of the Greyville residents association, the Essenwood Ratepayer’s association and

the Manor Gardens Ratepayer’s association. Different issues concerned the various

associations: Essenwood and Greyville were concerned about the encroachment of

businesses into their residential area while Manor Gardens was focused on the issue of

the settlement of squatters nearby. The Civic Action League is a relatively conservative

residents body whose chair had been a councillor on the Durban city council.

2. Anti-crime bodies: Neighbourhood watches emerged across the Berea as a result of

increasing concern about crime. Some are more active than others, with one in particular

having started what it calls “walks” around its streets to “see out” any strangers. During

the first session of fieldwork I interviewed two chairs of separate neighbourhood

watches and I attended an AGM and a crime awareness evening. I also attended monthly

meetings of the Berea Community Police Forum. CPFs are government sanctioned

bodies intended for each police station in the country to have a forum with the

community it serves. I also observed the emergence of an anti-crime pressure group

calling itself ACT-Stop which formed after the killing of a white school teacher from the

Berea. During the 1996 fieldwork session I attended a march in the Berea which ACT

organised and made contact with its organiser.

3. Political figures and parties: In June 1996 there was a local government election in

KwaZulu/ Natal. Across the Berea area, the Democratic Party (predominantly white

liberal party) and the National Party were given overwhelming support. I interviewed

two Democratic Party councillors and it proved useful in gaining a party perspective on

the Berea Area.

4. The 1820 Settler’s Association is an organisation which emerged in 1920 in memory of

the English Settlers of Grahamstown. The headquarters of the Natal chapter was located

in Glenwood, in the greater Berea area. In the past, its main activities has been assisting

British people who wanted to migrate to South Africa and organising “British cultural

events” such as “proms” evenings and “Fish and Chips” socials. Recently immigration

has declined considerably and the Association is now even helping people return to the

UK. They admit to having been through something of an identity crisis, where they have

had to deal with an anachronistic name and an outdated role. During the first session of

fieldwork, I spoke to the chairperson, branch manager and treasurer of the Durban

chapter, and I attended their AGM. I also collected material from the organization’s

magazine The Settler.
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5. Architectural heritage. The Heritage Office is a body which works with the

departments of the city of Durban, and with property owners, for the restoration of “old”

architecture. Interest in this movement is important because much of this architecture is

from the colonial period. I interviewed the chair of the organisation and an architect

involved in restoration. I also attended two heritage open days.
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